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For  The  Love  of  Existence   
  
Then  he  said  to  me:  prophesy  over  these  bones,  and  say  to  them:  Dry  bones,  hear  the  
word  of  the  LORD!  //  Thus  says  the  Lord  GOD  to  these  bones:  Listen!  I  will  make  breath  
enter  you  so  you  may  come  to  life.  //  I  will  put  sinews  on  you,  make  flesh  grow  over  you,  
cover  you  with  skin,  and  put  breath  into  you  so  you  may  come  to  life.  Then  you  shall  
know  that  I  am  the  LORD.  //  I  prophesied  as  I  had  been  commanded.  A  sound  started  up,  
as  I  was  prophesying,  rattling  like  thunder.  The  bones  came  together,  bone  joining  to  
bone.  //  As  I  watched,  sinews  appeared  on  them,  flesh  grew  over  them,  skin  covered  them  
on  top,  but  there  was  no  breath  in  them. 1    (37  Ezekiel  4:8  RSV)  
  
  
I  will  tell  you  what  I  will  do  and  what  I  will  not  do.  I  will  not  serve  that  in  which  I  no  
longer  believe,  whether  it  calls  itself  my  home,  my  fatherland,  or  my  church:  and  I  will  
try  to  express  myself  in  some  mode  of  life  or  art  as  freely  as  I  can  and  as  wholly  as  I  can,  
using  for  my  defense  the  only  arms  I  allow  myself  to  use  —  silence,  exile,  and  cunning. 2  -   
James  Joyce,  Portrait  of  an  Artist  as  a  Young  Man   
  
Darkness  is  more  productive  of  sublime  ideas  than  light. 3  -  Edmund  Burke,  A   
Philosophical  Enquiry  Into  the  Origin  of  Our  Ideas  of  the  Sublime  and  Beautiful .   
  
I  told  myself  that  life  is  not  colorful  at  all.  It  is  much  darker,  quieter  in  its  tonality,  much  




1  Holy  Bible  :  Revised  Standard  Edition,  Second  Catholic  Edition.  San  Francisco,  Ignatius  Press,  2001.  (Original  Text  1611).   
2  James  Joyce,  Portrait  of  the  Artist  as  a  Young  Man.  New  York,  Penguin,  1992.  (Original  Text  1916).  
3  Edmund  Burke,  A  Philosophical  Enquiry  into  the  Origin  of  Our  Ideas  of  the  Sublime  and  Beautiful ,  p.  51.  Whithorn,  Anodos  
Books,  2017.  (Original  Text  1757).   
4  Marc  Haefele.  “New  Objectivity  Show  At  LACMA  As  Scary  As  Any  Wes  Craven  movie,”  p.  1.  Southern  California  Public  
Radio ,  2  Dec.  2015.  
https://www.scpr.org/programs/offramp/2015/10/12/44766/new-objectivity-show-at-lacma-as-scary-as-any-wes   
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Fig.  2.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Ten  of  Swords.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Linocut  on  paper.  6  x  4  in.  Edition  of  300.  




I.  Like  A  Patient  Etherized  Upon  a  Table 5    
I  entered  the  brightly  lit  room.  My  father’s  body  lay  on  the  cold  steel  table.  He  was  naked.  His  
eyes  were  closed  (Fig.  2).  The  fluorescent  lights  hummed  above;  a  light  that  dulls  the  eyes  and  pierces  
the  ears.  I  stepped  closer  to  examine  him.  It  was  him.  His  body  started  to  move.  His  right  arm  twitched.  
His  eyes  opened  and  he  slowly  awakened  as  if  out  of  another  dream.  I  stood  over  his  head  looking  
downwards  toward  his  feet.  I  looked  at  the  scar  on  his  bald  head.  “Is  that  where  they  cut  into  you?  Is  that  
where  they  took  the  tumor  out?”  He  replied,  “Yes.”  I  asked:  “Are  you  ok  now?  Are  you  in  Heaven?”  He  
sat  up  and  looked  at  me.   “  I  think  so.  I  think  I  am  in  Heaven.”   
5  T.S.  Eliot,  “The  Love  Song  of  J.  Alfred  Prufrock,”  Line  9.  Poetry:  A  Magazine  of  Verse ,  1915.   
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Fig.  3.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  The  Fool.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Linocut  on  paper.  6  x  4  in.  Edition  of  300.  New  
York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
   
   
II.  Catechumen  
So  much  of  my  life  has  been  a  perpetual  search  for  truth  and  meaning  (Fig.  3).  After  this  life,  is 
there  nothing  but  a  winding  vertical  staircase  that  ends  where  it  begins?  My  Catholic  faith  negates  this:  I  
want  to  believe.  I  do  believe.  This  dream  of  my  father  is  not  about  the  possibility  of  his  entrance  into  
Heaven  (the  priest  performing  Last  Rites  made  sure  of  that  with  an  Apostolic  Blessing).  However,  it  does  
reveal  the  ongoing  self-realization  of  the  human  part  of  me  that  naturally  tends  towards  skepticism.  I  
question  everything,  and  have  since  I  was  a  child,  lying  there  awake  at  night  pondering  the  depths  of  
infinity.  Infinity  for  me  since  then,  was  dark ,  not  light—black,  not  white.  God  surely  cannot  have  our  
best  interests  in  mind,  or  can  He?  There  is  a  part  in  all  of  us,  that  makes  us  begin  to  question  our  existence   
and  our  purpose.  Life  is  at  its  very  best  traumatic,  and  it  is  too  easy  to  fall  into  hopelessness  and  despair.  
The  trauma  of  existence  begins  when  we  leave  the  womb—but  the  act  of  living  becomes  addictive,  a  lust,  
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Leftmost.  Fig.  4.  Smith,  Pamela  Colman.   The  Tower .  1909.  Rider  Waite  Tarot  Deck.  4.75  x  2.75  in.  Rider  Company.   
  
Rightmost.  Fig.  5.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  The  Tower.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Linocut  on  paper.  6  x  4  in.  Edition  of  
300.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler  www.thestarsoverme.com   
  
a  fetish.  We  keep  going,  doing  everything  in  our  power  to  fill  a  void  created  by  our  own  humanity.  This  
is  why  I  chose  art.  Art  for  me  is  the  constant  materialization  of  the  act  of  reflecting  on  the  here  and  now  
as  well  as  my  own  mortality;  all  while  hoping  for  entrance  into  an  eternal  world  after  this  physical  
finiteness.  My  creative  practice  is  an  ongoing  search  for  the  physical  symbols  that  reveal  an  eternal  
spiritual  realm  or  unveil  the  feeling  of  being  human:  whether  it  be  the  human  body,  bones  and  artifacts,  
sexuality,  or  meditations  on  mortality  and  death.  These  ideas  form  the  foundation  of  my  philosophy  and  
thus  my  work. 6   Art  in  its  highest  form,  seeks  to  express  the  human  condition.  
In  this  life,  there  are  certain  events  that  really  shape  us  or  alter  our  course.  Traumatic  events,  
events  out  of  our  control  or  reasoning—sudden  catastrophic  sweeping  phenomena.  In  Tarot,  there  is  even  
a  card  that  describes  this:  the  Tower  Card,  number  sixteen  out  of  twenty-two  Major  Arcana.  The  Tower  
6  Jacob  Lawerence:  “ My  belief  is  that  it  is  most  important  for  an  artist  to  develop  an  approach  and  philosophy  about  life  -  if  he  
has  developed  this  philosophy,  he  does  not  put  paint  on  canvas,  he  puts  himself  on  canvas.”  
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Card  (Fig.  4) 7  shows  a  tower  on  a  mountain  of  rock.  Flames  erupt  from  the  top,  caused  by  the  explosive   
shock  of  lightning.  Two  figures  jump  from  the  flames,  presumably  towards  their  deaths.  The  tower  is  
built  on  solid  foundations,  but  now  it  is  destroyed.  The  Tower  Card  is  a  loss  card.  It  reminds  us  that  
anything  can  happen  anytime,  and  that  sometimes,  things  need  to  burn  down  to  ashes.  Eventually,  these  
ashes  provide  fertile  memory  and  strength  for  new  life  to  take  root.  After  all,  some  of  the  finest  vineyards  
on  Earth  grow  grapes   from  the  volcanic  ash  of  destructive  eruptions.   
For  me,  death  was  always  at  a  safe  distance  and  time,  forever  plentiful—until  it  was  not.  Never  
had  death  been  so  abrupt  and  personal  as  I  had  experienced  with  my  father’s  diagnosis  and  decline  from  
an  aggressive  form  of  brain  cancer.  Tower  Card.  One  minute  a  humble  family  man  was  selling  water  
conditioners  to  rural  communities  so  that  they  could  drink  the  water  on  their  land,  and  the  next,  he  had  
collapsed,  seizured,  and  was  laid  asleep  in  a  medically  induced  coma.  Although  the  malignant  tumor  was  
removed  from  his  brain  (about  the  size  of  a  lemon),  the  cancer  never  went  into  remission.  Because  of  the  
location  of  the  tumor,  he  had  lost  his  ability  to  form  and  speak  sentences  coherently.  Although  present,  I  
could  no  longer  really  converse  with  this  man  I  loved.  He  also  lost  partial  vision  in  the  right  eye,  often  
relying  on  a  family  member,  to  guide  his  hand  to  a  fork  or  knife.  Nine  months  later,  after  a  gradual  but  
assured  decline,  he  died  in  his  sleep  at  the  James  Cancer  Hospital  in  Columbus,  Ohio.  My  mother  and  I  
were  at  his  side.  I  remember  standing  over  him  in  those  last  moments  as  the  pace  of  his  breathing 
increased,  praying  through  tears,  for  God  to  finally  take  him.   
In  the  morning  when  the  breathing  had  stopped,  I  laid  my  head  down  on  his  chest.  Comforted,  I  
knew  this  was  just  a  body,  and  his  soul  had  moved  on.  Life  was  no  longer  in  here,  but  out  there—souls  
mingling,  entangled  particles.  Soon  after,  as  we  had  so  many  times  before,  my  mother,  brother  and  I  stood  
side  by  side  in  our  childhood  parish,  while  a  priest  adorned  in  black,  said  the  final  prayers  to  his  passing  
soul.  Death  is  abrupt.  On  earth,  there  are  no  choirs  of  angels;  just  a  rainy  day,  and  long  saddened  looks,  
prayers,  and  confusion.  He  had  died  in  a  hospital  room;  a  room  that  would  be  sanitized  the  next  day  and  
7  The  Rider  Waite  deck  is  widely  recognized.   Illustrated  by  Pamela  Colman  Smith  under  the  tutelage  of  A.E.Waite  it  was  
published  by  the  Rider  Company  in  1909.   
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in  which  a  new  patient  would  be  brought  in.  This  physical  world  would  continue,  but  one  man  less.  I  
could  have  become  bitter,  but  I  did  not.  Although  this  experience  was  horribly  tragic,  in  the  end,  I  felt  
some  sort  of  gratitude,  as  this  experience  reaffirmed  my  Faith,  and  allowed  me  to  descend  further  into  
more  meaningful  creative  endeavors.   
Gratitude  and  hope.  Gratitude  and  hope  keeps  me  working  in  the  studio  and  I  pray  that  they  
never  subside  within  me.  Suicide  is  the  opposite  of  hope.  Hope  is  expressed  most  beautifully  in  The  
Beatitudes, 8  which  I  find  myself  revisiting  while  writing  this  thesis,  shortly  after  a  close  friend  had  taken   
his  life. 9  The  Beatitudes  are  eight  teachings  from  Christ  written  in  the  Book  of  Matthew,  that  guide  us  to  a   
more  fulfilled  earthly  life.  While  reflecting  on  these  eight  principles,  I  realized  that  within  these  
teachings  is  the  presupposition  of  an  imperfect  world,  inhabited  by  far  from  perfect  peoples.  They  offer  
us  guidance  in  a  world  propelled  by  selfishness,  suffering,  greed,  materialism,  and  hopelessness,  while  
revealing  the  fact  that  this  is  how  things  are  supposed  to  be,  at  least  on  Earth—an  acceptance  of  a  greater  
design.  The  Beatitudes  teach  us  to  accept  our  trauma,  and  perhaps  even  to  be  grateful  for  it.  They  teach  
us  to  hope  and  that  life  is  a  gift  for  which  we  must  fight  everyday.  I  bring  this  up,  because  this  is  at  the  
essence  of  why  I  create.  Art  allows  me  to  begin  to  process  and  make  sense  of  things.  Man’s  solitary  
reality  is  hopeless,  but  we  should  be  thankful  for  all  the  experiences  in  life,  including  those  which  
separate  us  from  love.  These  instill  in  us  a  sense  of  courage  and  purpose,  without  which,  artists  would  
descend  into  the  creation  of  vapid  commercial  masturbations.  Through  some  postmodern  theoretical  
malignancy,  we  are  no  longer  allowed  to  ask  these  “big”  questions  with  our  art.  But  I  do  and  I  will.  I  ask  
to  be  taught  love,  patience,  wisdom,  humility,  poetry,  and  pain,  for  these  are  the  tools,  these  are  the  
experiences,  that  give  life  its  depth  and  purpose,  that  we  can  channel  into  deliberate  artistic  materiality.  
Reflections  on  mortality,  finiteness,  beauty,  and  trauma,  form  the  very  fabric  of  my  creative  endeavours.   
8Blessed  are  the  poor  in  spirit,  for  theirs  is  the  kingdom  of  heaven.  //   Blessed  are  they  who  mourn,  for  they  will  be  comforted.  //  
Blessed  are  the  meek,  for  they  will  inherit  the  land.  //  Blessed  are  they  who  hunger  and  thirst  for  righteousness,  for  they  will  be  
satisfied.  //  Blessed  are  the  merciful,  for  they  will  be  shown  mercy.  //  Blessed  are  the  clean  in  heart,  for  they  will  see  God.  //  
Blessed  are  the  peacemakers,  for  they  will  be  called  children  of  God.  //  Blessed  are  they  who  are  persecuted  for  the  sake  of  
righteousness,  for  theirs  is  the  kingdom  of  heaven.  
9  R.M.  Vaughan,  writer,  artist,  art  critic  and  friend,  1965  -  2020.   
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Fig.  6.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Isolation.  2019.  Oil  on  canvas.  84  x  60  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.   www.paulvogeler.com   
  
III.  Incarnation:  Flesh,  Light,  and  Painterly  Influences   
  
the  flesh  /  covers  the  bone  /  and  they  put  a  mind  /  in  there  and  /  sometimes  a  soul,/   
and  the  women  break  /  vases  against  the  walls  /  and  the  men  drink  too  /  much  /  
and  nobody  finds  the  /  one  /  but  keep  /  looking  /  crawling  in  and  out  /  of  beds.   
//  flesh  covers  /  the  /  bone  and  the  flesh  searches  /  for  more  than  flesh.   
Charles  Bukowski,  “Alone  with  Everybody”  
Vogeler  18  
Even  Charles  Bukowski,  in  all  his  wonderful  crassness,  admits  man’s  intrinsic  search  for  
meaning:  it  is  something  so  human,  and  for  an  artist,  of  the  utmost  necessity.  While  writing  and  talking  
about  art,  existence,  and  philosophy  is  one  thing,  as  a  visual  artist,  bringing  these  notions  to  fruition  is  
another.  I  am  not  a  conceptual  artist  who  manufactures  ideas  nor  do  I  employ  others  to  manufacture  my  
ideas.  Intuition  and  emotion,  not  theory,  are  my  guides.  Like  the  solitary  figures  in  my  work,  as  shown  in  
Isolation  2019  (Fig.  6),  I,  too,  am  solitary  in  the  studio  everyday  with  charcoal,  paint,  brushes,  and  
turpentine.  Slowing  down  the  process  of  creation  allows  time  for  self-reflection,  and  the  recognition  of  
certain  thematic  and  iconographic  tendencies.  For  instance,  I  favor  realism  over  abstraction:  realism  
takes  patience,  technique  and  craft.  I  favor  darkness  over  light:  blackness  over  white.  Edmund  Burke  
writes  that  darkness  allows  for  the  sublime; 10  subconsciousness  and  infinity  are  both  black.  Darkness  is   
intrinsically  more  seductive,  and  it  is  only  from  darkness  that  we  can  perceive  light.  I  find  the  idea  of  
dark,  sexual  voyeuristic  fetishism  an  alluring  allegory  for  our  innate  animalistic  impulses.  Looking  
towards  science  and  anthropology,  I  am  also  fascinated  by  bones  and  fossils,  and  the  impossible  relics  
they  become:  they  too  reflect  a  finite  existence.  For  many  years  now,  I  have  looked  towards  the  First  
World  War  as  inspiration,  not  only  for  images  of  fetishized  and  dehumanized  men  in  gas  masks,  but  also  
as  an  allegory  for  the  depravity  of  human  experience.  As  stated  previously,  I  feel  the  common  thread  
through  all  of  my  work  is  a  constant  reflection  on  the  nature  of  existence,  and  my  own  mortality,  as  
narrated  through  the  people,  objects,  symbols,  and  experiences  this  life  reveals.  
Bukowski  is  certainly  not  the  only  one  who  speaks  of  flesh.  Willem  de  Kooning,  stated  that  
“Flesh  is  the  reason  oil  paint  was  invented.”  In  Catholic  tradition,  the  Word  became  Flesh.  Thus  an  
infinite  idea  was  put  into  physical  form.  I  have  spent  many  years  trying  to  master  this  notion  of  flesh,  
looking  at  both  classical  and  contemporary  painting,  trying  to  find  a  balanced  realism.  Eugene  Carrière,  a  
fairly  unknown  late  19th  Century  French  artist,  literally  evokes  the  feeling  of  flesh  incarnate:  of  bringing  
something  out  of  nothing.  I  keep  his  catalog  in  my  studio  continually  looking  for  painterly  solutions.   
10  Edmund  Burke.  A  Philosophical  Enquiry  Into  the  Origin  of  Our  Ideas  of  the  Sublime  and  Beautiful ,  p.51.  Whithorn,  Anodos  
Books,  2017.  (Original  Text  1757).  Section  XIV.  Light:  “A  quick  transition  from  light  to  darkness,  or  from  darkness  to  light,  has  
yet  a  greater  effect.  But  darkness  is  more  productive  of  sublime  ideas  than  light.”   
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Fig.  7.  Carrière ,  Eugene  Her  Mother’s  Kiss.  1899.  Oil  on  canvas.  37  x  47  in.  Pushkin  Museum  Moscow.  Pushkin  Museum,  
https://pushkinmuseum.art/data/fonds/europe_and_america/j/2001_3000/zh_3444/index.php?lang=en   
  
Usually  his  compositions  have  a  burnt  or  raw  umber  underpainting,  where  chalky  white  flesh  slowly  
manifests  itself  through  multiple  glazes—an  additive  process.  The  brushwork  is  loose  and  flowing,  
probably  a  mixture  of  adding  and  subtracting  with  brush  and  wipe.  The  scenes  are  often  intimate, 
depicting  himself,  his  family,  or  his  colleagues,  i.e.,  the  world  around  him.  The  brightness  of  the  cool  
flesh,  contrasts  with  the  dull  warmth  of  the  background:  cool  light  means  warm  shadow.  In  Carrière ’s  Her  
Mother’s  Kiss  (Fig.  7) ,  his  background  is  also  left  mostly  undefined:  we  do  not  know  exactly  where  we  
are,  interior  or  exterior,  nor  exactly  what  time  of  day.  The  space  becomes  psychological:  these  figures  are  
brought  forth  from  the  subconscious.  In  Dante’s  Dance  2019  (Fig.  8),  I  too  am  trying  for  a  painterly  
flesh,  brought  forth  from  a  psychological  darkness.   This  too  is  evident  in  Isolation  2019  (Fig.  6),  where  a   
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Fig.  8.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Dante’s  Dance.  2019.  Oil  on  canvas.  84  x  60  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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Leftmost.  Fig.  9.  Sargent,  John  Singer.  Madame  X .  1883-1884.  Oil  on  canvas.  82  x  43  in.   Metropolitan  Museum  of  Art,  New  
York.   https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/12127  
  
Rightmost.  Fig.  10.  Ingres,  Jean  Auguste  Dominique.  Joséphine-Éléonore-Marie-Pauline  de  Galard  de  Brassac  de  Béarn  
(1825–1860),  Princesse  de  Broglie.  1851-1853.  Oil  on  canvas.  47.5  x  37.5  in.  Metropolitan  Museum  of  Art,  New  York.  
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/459106   
  
lone  masked  figure  is  seen  in  profile  amidst  a  dark  background.  Like  Carrière ,  these  settings  exist  in  the  
artist's  mind  as  these  figures  exist  somewhere  between  the  real  and  non-real.   
I  have  also  been  drawn  to  the  representation  of  flesh  in  the  work  of  John  Singer  Sargent  
(1856-1925)  and  Jean  August  Dominique  Ingres  (1789-1867),  in  particular  Sargent’s  Portrait  of  Madame  
X  1884  (Fig.  9) 11  and  Ingres’s  Princesse  de  Broglie  1851-53  (Fig.  10).  These  paintings  helped  to  plant  the   
seeds  for  my  desire  to  approach  flesh  as  porcelain.  Contrasting  even  more  than  Carrière’s  compositions ,  
the  flesh  in  Madame  X  and  Princesse  de  Broglie  is  a  bright,  milky  white:  cool  flesh  tones  are  laid  over  
warmer,  neutral  backgrounds;  the  light  seems  to  come  from  within  the  figures  themselves  as  opposed  to  
above  and  to  the  right.  The  flesh  radiates  femininity,  sexuality,  and  life;  the  textures  are  luscious  and   
11  The  young  socialite,  Virginie  Amélie  Avegno  Gautreau ,  wife  of  the  French  banker  Pierre  Gautreau.  
Vogeler  22  
  
   
  
Fig  11.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Mistress .  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  12  x  9  in.   New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.   www.paulvogeler.com  
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reflective.  In  both  paintings,  there  is  an  intrinsic  eroticism  in  the  works:  mouth  watering  beauty,  and  an  
unspoken  desire  both  within  the  women  and  the  audience.  While  the  face  of  the  Princesse  is  seen  in  full  
frontal  view,  the  face  of  Madame  X  is  depicted  in  profile.  While  Princesse  de  Broglie  stares  confidently  
and  directly  at  the  viewer,  Madame  X  wants  to  be  gazed  upon:  a  beautiful  specimen  lost  in  thought.  The  
fetish  in  these  paintings  is  the  presentation  of  wealth  and  the  depiction  of  our  unfulfilled  desire;  the  fetish  
in  my  work  is  the  visual  presentation  of  latex  as  an  implicit  sexual  symbol.  Fetish  or  not,  these  paintings  
exemplify  that  a  compelling  light  and  seductive  flesh  over  factual  detail  is  most  desirable.   
In  Mistress  2020  (Fig.  11),  the  light  and  gaze  of  powerful  femininity  comes  from  within.  The  
palette  is  limited  and  analogous,  the  lips  are  puckered  forward.  Like  Princesse,  the  female  gazes  directly  
back  at  the  viewer,  but  unlike  Princesse,  this  Mistress  seems  to  look  down  at  the  viewer—she  is  placed  in 
a  position  of  sexual  power.  The  flesh  is  soft,  glowingly  light  against  a  more  subdued  and  warmer  gray  
background.  We  are  not  sure  where  she  is,  she  exists  within  the  mind.  The  composition  straddles  the  
poles  of  technical  control  and  painterly  expression—the  light  is  natural.  Flesh  and  light  draws  the  
audience  in,  while  allowing  them  to  meditate  over  the  content  of  the  work.  In  my  practice,  I  am  
conscious  that  this  meditation  is  often  repeated  by  the  figure  within  the  artwork  being  witnessed.  
Synonymous  with  flesh  and  light  is  emotion:  I  want  to  elicit  an  immediate  emotional  response.  In  
Dante’s  Dance  (Fig.  8)  and  Isolation  (Fig.  6) ,  the  figures  are  alone;  I  want  the  viewer  to  feel  the  
anticipation  and  psychological  loneliness  in  themselves  while  looking  at  these  works.  This  depiction  of  
raw  emotion  has  been  informed  by  the  lithography  of  Edward  Munch,  the  woodcuts  of  German  
Expressionism ,  and  of  the  Weimar  Era  movement,  Neue  Sachlichkeit  (1920-1933)  or  New  Objectivity.  
Munch’s  Madonna  (Fig.12)  is  shown  above  with  my  linoleum  cut,  Seven  of  Swords.  Although  both  show  
the  sexuality  of  a  nude  female  as  a  potential  object  of  desire,  the  undertone  is  one  of  pain,  loss,  and  
humility:  love  is  not  always  so  rosy  and  desire  is  often  a  false  construct  we  create  for  ourselves  in  our  
own  minds.  The  sperm  circling  Madonna  cannot  penetrate  her—unfulfilled  desire.  The  Seven  of  Swords  
(Fig.  13)  is  a  tarot  card  for  betrayal  and  deception.  In  my  version,  a  nude  female  has  been  abandoned,  or  
has  abandoned  someone  else;  one  party  has  been  betrayed.   She  sits  naked  and  contemplative,  her  eyes   
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Fig.  12.  Munch,  Edward.  Madonna.  1895-1902.  Lithograph  and  woodcut.  23  13/16  x  17  ½  in.  Printer,  M.W.  Lassally,  Berlin.  
Museum  of  Modern  Art,  New  York.  https://www.moma.org/collection/works/62017   
  
cast  downward,  examining  her  next  steps;  waiting  for  a  semblance  of  hope  to  present  itself—it  might  not  
ever.  Although  not  as  explicitly  violent  as  Otto  Dix’s  Lustmord  (Sex  murder)  (Fig.  29),  there  is  a  
lingering  feeling  of  violation  and  sadness—the  loss  of  something.  Translating  emotion  from  artist  to  
audience  is  everything.   
Germany’s  Neue  Sachlichkeit  movement  reflects  a  humiliated  country  recovering  from  war  and  
inflation;  the  paintings  are  strikingly  real,  often  depicting  a  violent  and  decadent  society  conscious  of  its   
own  atrophy.  These  works  strongly  depart  from  classical  notions  of  beauty  and  composition.  The  
movement  included  Otto  Dix,  George  Grosz,  Christian  Schad,  and  Georg  Scholz,  to  name  a  few.  Christian  
Schad’s  Selbstbildnis  mit  Modell  (Self-portrait  with  model)  1927  (Fig.  14)  depicts  the  artist  on  a   
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Fig.  13.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  The  Fool.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Linocut  on  paper.  6  x  4  in.  Edition  of  300.  New  
York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
  
bed  with  a  sex  worker.  A  nod  to  saintliness  and  more  specifically  to  St.  Catherine,  a  lily  is  by  her  side.  
He  masterfully  renders  the  green  mesh  shirt,  a  sort  of  fetish  uniform.  The  flesh  tones  are  warmer,  but  the  
light  of  the  figures  is  juxtaposed  against  a  darker,  nighttime  background—sin  happens  in  the  moonlight  or  
the  waking  hours  before  dawn.  His  Zwei  Mädchen  1927  (Fig.  15)  is  more  overtly  sexual.  As  they  
masturbate  together,  the  emotion  of  the  individuals,  like  in  Selbstbildnis ,  seems  despondent  and  
disconnected  from  reality  and  each  other;  everyone  is  lost  in  their  own  personal  turmoil  and  questioning  
of  purpose:  is  this  all  that  life  has  to  offer?  While  Princesse  and  Madame  X  were  dignified  in  their  gaze  
and  wealth,  these  paintings  exemplify  that  sex  is  transactional,  and  that  anyone,  regardless  of  gender  or  
orientation  can  be  the  object  of  lust.  We  are  all  sexual  objects  on  the  verge  of  collapse,  easily  
commodified  for  the  entertainment  of  others  in  an  apocalyptic  urban  maelstrom.   
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Fig.14.  Schad,  Christian.  Selbstbildnis  mit  Modell .  1927.  Oil  on  wood.  29  15/16  x  24  3/16  in.  Private  Collection.  Courtesy  of  
Tate.  ©  2015  Christian  Schad  Stiftung.  Aschaffenburg/Artists  Rights  Society  (ARS).  New  York/VG  Bild-Kunst.  Bonn.  Photo  by  
Benjamin  Hasenclever,  Munich.  https://www.artsy.net/artwork/christian-schad-self-portrait-selbstbildnis-mit-modell .   
  
Looking  towards  Schad’s  flesh  tones  and  his  unforgiving  articulation  of  bodies  and  faces,  I  
painted  Brian  2020  (Fig.  16),  articulating  the  gaunt  architecture  of  his  face.  Like  the  decadent  dullness  of  
Schad’s  backgrounds  and  settings,  Brian  exists  also  within  this  dulled  psychological  experience:  he  is  
numb  to  the  world.  The  audience  gazes  at  Brian,  as  he  looks  elsewhere,  lost  in  thought,  but  conscious  that  
he  is  posing  for  an  audience.  Schad  hints  at  his  own  kinkiness  and  sexuality  as  well  as  an  implication  of  
violence;  shirtless  and  un-opposing,  a  youthful  Brian  asks  the  viewer,  am  I  too  the  object  of  your  desire?  
While  Schad  depicts  the  beauty  and  the  ugliness  of  modern  society,  I  construct  beauty  within  figures  as  an  
escape  from  the  harshness  and  trauma  of  reality.  Brian  connects  to  my  greater  narrative  of  an  infinite  soul,  
living  within  a  finite  body  and  time.  
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Fig.  15.  Schad,  Christian.  Zwei  Mädchen.  1927.  Oil  on  canvas.  Private  Collection.  From  "Glitter  and  Doom:  German  Portraits  
from  the  1920s,"  Nov.  14,  2006-Feb.  19,  2007,  at  the  Metropolitan  Museum  of  Art,  New  York.  
http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/features/kuspit/kuspit12-13-06_detail.asp?picnum=   
  
Michaël  Borremans  (b.1963)  is  an  influential  contemporary  Belgian  painter.  Inspired  by  old  
masters  like  Velasquez,  his  approach  to  flesh,  light,  and  composition  is  both  classical  and  contemporary.  
Borremans  works  from  photographs;  for  him,  they  are  a  means  to  an  end,  something  I  discuss  in  a  later  
chapter.  In  The  Ear  2011  (Fig.  17)  we  see  a  female  with  her  back  turned.  Like  the  figures  in  Neue  
Sachlichkeit,  she  is  despondent  and  ignoring,  perhaps  not  conscious  of  any  gaze.  Her  attire  is  suggestive  
of  modest  wealth,  but  not  extravagance;  she  is  a  citizen  of  the  European  middle  class.  The  flesh  is  
rendered  painterly,  and  the  light  comes  from  within,  but  the  shadow  suggests  Borremans’s  knowledge  of  
the  classical  approach  to  lighting  and  composition  as  well  as  his  competence  as  a  photographer.  Like  19th  
Century  masters,  his  strokes  are  efficient  and  purposeful.  Contrary  to  the  cool  flesh  I  often  render,  the  
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Fig.  16.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Brian .  2020.  Oil  on  Canvas.  16  x  12  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com    
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Fig.  17.  Borremans,  Michael.  The  Ear  (detail).  2011.  Oil  on  Canvas.  31  x  25  in.  Courtesy  of  Zeno  X.  Gallery,  Antwerp.  
http://www.zeno-x.com/    https://www.frieze.com/article/micha%C3%ABl-borremans-de   
  
flesh  illustrated  in  The  Ear  is  warm,  and  his  shadows  and  background  are  cool.  Like  Sargent,  there  is  a  
feeling  of  light  echoing  within  the  space.  While  Schad’s  spaces  are  arguably  flat  or  compressed  to  some 
degree,  The  Ear  has  resonating  depth.  Again,  the  space  is  psychological;  but  perhaps  we  can  infer  that  we  
are  inside,  and  that  the  time  appears  to  be  late  afternoon,  when  a  warm  northern  sun  is  setting  over  a  
damp  landscape.   
In  Der  Voyeur  2020  (Fig.  18),  I  am  also  playing  with  the  notion  of  an  unreturned  gaze:  of  a  back  
turned,  of  a  viewer  and  world  ignored.  In  German  the  word  is  Rückenfigur,  literally  the  back  of  the  
figure.  This  compositional  device  allows  the  figure  to  stand  proxy  for  the  viewer. 12  This  technique  was   
often  utilized  by  the  German  Romanticist  painter  Caspar  David  Friedrich  (1774-1840)  (Fig.  19)  who  
said: “ I  have  to  stay  alone  in  order  to  fully  contemplate  and  feel  nature.  The  painter  should  paint  not  only  
what  he  has  in  front  of  him,  but  also  what  he  sees  inside  himself.” 13   With  a  back  turned,  we  align  
12  Artsy  Editors.  “Figure  from  the  Back  (Rückenfigur),”  p.1   Artsy ,  www.artsy.net/gene/figure-from-the-back-ruckenfigur .   
13  Artsy,  “Figure”  p.  1  
  




Fig.  18.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Der  Voyeur  (small).  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  12  x  9  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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Fig.  19.  Friedrich,  Caspar  David.  Wanderer  über  dem  Nebelmeer.  1817.  Oil  on  canvas.  37.3  x  29.4  in.  Hamburger  Kunsthalle,  
Hamburg.  ©  SHK  Hamburger  Kunsthalle  /  Elke  Walford.  http://wanderlustinberlin.de/?id=2856&L=1#ausstellung  
  
ourselves  with  the  figure,  together  gazing  with  him  or  her  into  a  landscape  of  indifferent  desolation.  In  
Der  Voyeur  the  audience  puts  themselves  in  the  position  of  a  masked  voyeur  who  calculatingly  observes  
the  world  and  sexual  options  in  front  of  him.  His  face  is  hidden  in  both  our  world  and  his:  how  alluring  is  
an  objectified  world  that  serves  only  the  needs  of  one?   
Several  of  the  contemporary  painters  that  are  very  influential  to  my  current  practice  come  from  
Romania,  namely  Mircea  Suciu  and  Victor  Man.  Utilizing  darker  themes  with  technical  proficiency,  they  
realize  a  world  that  is  both  existential  and  expressionistic.  Continuing  the  discussion  of  explicit  sexuality  
within  a  painting,  Victor  Man’s  Moonlight  2018  (Fig.  20)  depicts  a  female  with  an  intimate  device  in  the  
act  of  masturbation.  Like  a  fetish  photograph,  the  composition  is  cropped  exhibiting  the  most  desirable 
information.  It  is  nighttime,  and  the  palette  is  analogous  and  cool.  Like  in  Schad’s  Zwei  Mädchen ,  she  is  
partially  clothed,  and  like  in  Munch’s  Madonna ,  the  animals  replace  the  sperm  trying  to  engage  and   
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Fig.  20.  Man,  Victor.  Moonlight  (All  Nations  Flag).  2018.  Oil  on  canvas  mounted  on  wood.   10.5  x  7.5  in.   Courtesy  of  Gladstone  
64  Gallery.  New  York.  https://www.gladstone64.com/installation/308   
  
penetrate,  symbols  of  our  hidden  lascivious  impulses.  Not  knowing  about  the  existence  of  Moonlight ,  I  
created  the  painting  Empress  2020  (Fig.  22),  which  like  Moonlight  is  a  nod  to  Courbet’s  L'Origine  du  
Monde  1866  (Fig.  21) .  Empress  also  reflects  the  Empress  card  in  my  Tarot  Deck.  Both  Man’s  and  my  
content  is  similar:  we  both  show  a  familiar  intimacy,  one  that  is  amusingly  erotic  and  lovingly  
sexual—and  human.  While  Man’s  painting  is  more  intimate,  perhaps  a  loving  gaze,  Empress  is  more  
explicitly  exhibitionst  and  more  overtly  connected  to  fetish  pornograpy.  Empress  challenges  you  to  look  
as  she  returns  the  gaze  towards  you.  However  with  both  works,  Man  and  myself  are  trying  to  
contextualize  the  painting  within  the  long  history  of  figurative  painting  and  erotic  art.   
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Fig.  21.  Courbet,  Gustave.  L'Origine  du  Monde.  1866.  Oil  on  canvas.  18  x  21  in.    Musée  d'Orsay.  Paris.  ©  RMN-Grand  Palais  
(Musée  d'Orsay)  /  Hervé  Lewandowski  
https://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/works-in-focus/search/commentaire/commentaire_id/the-origin-of-the-world-3122.ht 
ml   
  
Returning  to  19th  Century  painting  and  flesh,  Gericault’s  painting  Study  of  Feet  and  Hands  1818-1819  
(Fig.  23),  is  the  embodiment  of  the  idea  of  mutilated  flesh:  something  presented  by  the  painters  of  Neue  
Sachlichkeit .  The  flesh  tones  are  warm  and  are  illustrated  over  a  warm  background;  the  palette  is  
analogous  and  limited.  The  flesh  will  eventually  decompose  back  into  the  Earth,  leaving  only  the  bones  
as  the  physical  symbols  of  a  once  living  soul.  Although  the  painters  of  Neue  Sachlichkeit  often  depicted  
mutilated  soldiers  returning  home  from  The  First  World  War ,  in  terms  of  flesh  depicted  as  meat,  one  
cannot  overlook  the  work  of  Francis  Bacon  (1909-1992).  Although  he  is  known  for  his  Pope  paintings  
and  his  depiction  of  hanging  meat,  it  is  his  Men  in  Blue  series  from  earlier  in  his  career  that  are  most  
impactful.  In  Francis  Bacon’s  Man  in  Blue  III  1954  (Fig.  24),  emotion  is  ever  present,  the  emotion  of  a  
then  unknown  artist  in  a  chaotic  world.  If  this  painting  is  exemplary  of  a  feeling,  it  is  the  feeling  of  
malcontent  and  isolation.   




Fig.  22.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Empress.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  12  x  9  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.   www.paulvogeler.com   
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Fig.  23.  Géricault,  Théodore.  Study  of  Feet  and  Hands.  1818-1819.  Oil  on  Canvas.  20.4  x  25.1  in.  Fabre  Museum.  Montpellier.   
  
The  flesh  and  the  background  are  both  cool.  Having  seen  this  painting  in  person,  what  is  
remarkable  is  how  little  medium  is  used.  The  paint,  like  our  existence,  is  scraped  onto  a  drab,  dry  canvas;  
it  is  just  as  easily  removed  with  the  flick  of  a  palette  knife.  The  tie  and  suit  fetishize  power,  he  is  a  man  
leaving  something  or  attempting  to  leave  himself.  The  Man  in  Blue ,  like  Dr.  Rieux  in  Camus’s  The  
Plague ,  is  the  manifestation  of  a  despondent  modern  man.  As  in  our  nightmares,  our  demons  do  not  have  
physical  forms;  they  do  not  have  faces.  This  man,  like  our  fears  and  exasperations,  is  not  corporeal;  he  
exists  eternally  between  materiality  and  immateriality,  a  solitary  phantom  walking  the  face  of  the  Earth.  
Like  Isolation  and  Dante’s  Dance ,  as  well  as  the  work  of  Schad,  the  space  is  condensed,  the  man  is  
trapped,  unable  to  escape  his  own  mind.   
The  figures  in  my  paintings  are  often  solitary.  Most  often  than  not,  they  are  partially  nude,  or  
adorn  some  sort  of  fetish  attire  (Fig.  25).  In  Schad’s  work  the  fetish  is  a  see  through  green  mesh  shirt;  in  
Man’s  work,  the  sex  toy;  in  classical  portraiture,  the  implication  of  wealth  and  desire;  in  my  work,  overt   
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Fig  24.  Bacon,  Francis.  Man  in  Blue  III.  1954.  Oil  on  canvas.  Private  Collection.  ©  The  Estate  of  Francis  Bacon.  
https://www.francis-bacon.com/artworks/paintings/man-blue-iii#license-image   
  
open  sexuality,  domination,  submission,  and  arousal.  Latex  and  flesh  are  the  seductive  elements  in  and  of  
themselves.  They  are  presented  against  the  depth  of  a  dark  background,  like  Bacon’s  Man  in  Blue  III ,  or  
against  an  analogous  gray.  The  goal  is  always  a  psychological  space,  existing  simultaneously  in  and  out  
this  world.  Looking  at  all  of  these  works,  I  reflect  on  my  own  being,  that  of  wayward  soul,  without  a  
shirt  or  shoes  moving  towards  an  unknown  goal;  perhaps  towards  the  infinite,  pausing  to  reflect  along  the  
way:  I  am  here,  I  am  now.  The  Eight  of  Cups  (Fig.  26)  offers  us  an  illustration  of  a  figure  doing  just  that.  
Although  cloaked,  the  figure  leaves  eight  upright  cups,  while  walking  towards  the  mountains,  the  
moonlight  and  his  intuition  (as  symbolized  by  the  water)  his  only  guides.  This  card  teaches  us  to  let  go,  
to  release  the  emotions  spent  and  to  move  forward.    I  am  also  reminded  of  Daniel  MacDonald’s  Sídhe   




Fig.  25.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Self  Portrait  with  Fetish  Mask.  2020  Oil  on  canvas.  16  x  12  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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Fig.  26.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Eight  of  Cups.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck.  Linocut  on  Paper.  6  x  4  in.  Edition  of  300.  
©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.   www.thestarsoverme.com    
  
Gaoithe/The  Fairy  Blast  1842  (Fig.  27), 14  which  depicts  wayward  figures  fleeing  the  famine,  most  likely   
evicted  from  their  own  land.  These  travelling  souls  are  wrapped  up  against  a  forceful  wind,  wandering  
through  the  mountains  to  uncharted  territory:  an  Irish  exodus.  Like  the  paintings  discussed  in  this  
chapter,   the  figures  often  suggest  a  desired  exodus  from  themselves,  but  often  they  cannot.   What  they   
14  Painting  foreshadows  the  future.  An  incredible  analysis  of  this  painting  is  given  by  Bourke  and  O’Sullivan  in  the  article  “A  
Fairy  Legend,  a  Friendship,  a  Painting:  Thomas  Crofton  Croker,  James  McDaniel,  and  Daniel  Macdonald’s  Sídhe  Gaoithe/The  
Fairy  Blast .”  Éire-Ireland ,  vol.  51  no.  3,  2016,  pp.  7-22.  Project  MUSE .   
  
They  represent  the  growing  class  of  Catholic  landless  laborers  and  small  farmers  who  speak  only  or  mostly  
Irish,  and  who  will  starve  and  die  in  huge  numbers  within  a  few  years  as  blight  attacks  the  potatoes  on  which  
most  of  them  subsist—a  demonstration  of  Susan  Sontag’s  argument  that  images  accumulate  meaning  and  can  
sometimes  become  “memories”  of  events  that  have  yet  to  occur.  With  this  in  mind,  we  may  observe  that  the  
man  in  the  top  hat  and  cape—probably  a  landlord—urging  his  horse  forward  in  the  center  of  the  painting  is  
the  only  one  not  showing  fear,  and  that  the  people  on  the  left—a  hesitant,  huddled  mass  of  the  barefoot,  
illiterate,  and  landless—are  getting  in  his  way.  
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Fig.  27.  MacDonald,  Daniel.  Sidhe  Gaoithe/Fairy  Blast .  1841.  Oil  on  canvas.  35  x  43.3  in.  National  Folklore  Collection,  
University  College  Dublin.  https://www.ucd.ie/folklore/en/   
  
face  is  inescapable,  either  their  own  person  or  the  situation  they  find  themselves  within,  whether  it  be  the  
gender  roles  of  the  19th  Century,  the  calamities  of  post-war  Europe,  or  contemporary  existentialism.  And  
like  the  Fairy  Blast ,  as  painters,  we  depict  the  world  around  us,  but  sometimes  also  foreshadow  events  to  
come.  We  are  all  famine  stricken  pilgrims  seeking  nourishment  and  domestic  stability,  seeking  purpose  
and  truth  through  the  creation  of  art.  Thus  in  a  way,  each  painting  is  a  self  portrait;  I  know  this  to  be  true.  
Unfortunately,  we  are  taught  in  art  school  not  to  seek  truth  anymore.  Through  subjective  relativism,  we  
are  taught  that  universal  truths  should  be  subverted.  In  fact,  this  is  the  exact  opposite  of  what  each  and  
every  one  of  us  intrinsically  seeks,  consciously  or  not.  Like  our  Irish  exodus  and  the  tarot  figure  of  the  
Eight  of  Cups,  we  cannot  help  but  move  towards  something,  seeking  to  become  part  of  a  greater  whole.   
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Fig.  28.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Waiting.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  24  x  18  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com   
  
IV.  Der  Krieg  -  War  and  Violence,  a  Part  of  Human  Nature  
  
I  have  a  rendezvous  with  Death  /  At  some  disputed  barricade,  /  When  Spring  comes  back  
with  rustling  shade  /  And  apple-blossoms  fill  the  air—  /  I  have  a  rendezvous  with  Death  /  
When  Spring  brings  back  blue  days  and  fair.  Alan  Seeger  (1888-1916)  “I  have  a  
rendezvous  with  Death.” 15    
15  Alan  Seeger  was  born  in  New  York  City  and  joined  the  French  Foreign  Legion  in  1914.   He  was  killed  at  the  
Belloy-en-Santerre  on  the  Fourth  of  July,  1916  by  gunshot  wound  to  the  stomach.  For  further  reading:  
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/alan-seeger   
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Fig.  29.  Dix,  Otto.  Lustmord  (Sex  Murder) .  1922.  Etching.  10  ⅞  x  13  ⅝  in.  ©  2015  Artists  Rights  Society  (ARS),  New  York/VG  
Bild-Kunst,  Bonn.  Photo  courtesy  Galerie  Nierendorf,  Berlin.  https://artblart.com/tag/otto-dix-sex-murder/  
https://www.nierendorf.com/englisch/kuenstler.htm   
  
  
War  is  a  force  that  gives  us  meaning.  16   -  Chris  Hedges   
  
I  have  always  been  interested  in  history;  my  attraction  towards  the  study  of  human  conflict  began  
at  an  early  age.  I  have  researched  Medieval  European  conflict,  the  American  Civil  War,  the  Spanish  
Civil  War,  and  the  First  and  Second  World  Wars,  as  well  as  Vietnam,  and  the  Yugoslav  Wars.  My  
grandfather  himself  was  a  combat  veteran  of  the  Second  World  War,  while  the  other  worked  in  
16  Chris  Hedges,  War  Is  a  Force  That  Gives  Us  Meaning .  New  York,  Anchor  Books,  2003.  In  this  text,  Hedges  argues  that  war  is  
a  force  that  we  rally  around  to  give  us  meaning  and  purpose  in  our  lives.War  fills  that  void  within.   
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intelligence,  bringing  former  Nazi  scientists  over  to  America  after  the  conflict  had  ended. 17  In  my  career   
as  an  artist,  I  have  researched  and  continue  to  research  these  conflicts  as  well  as  the  imagery  from  them,  
looking  for  source  material  to  express  something  about  our  shared  humanity—or  lack  thereof.  I  have  
focused  predominantly  on  the  iconography  of  the  First  World  War  for  some  time  now;  the  seeds  for  this  
obsession  having  been  planted  in  my  youth.  Looking  back,  I  believe  I  saw  the  film  Gallipoli  too  young,  
with  its  sacrificial  soldiers,  throwing  themselves  at  machine  gun  fire,  while  Albioni’s  “Adagio  in  G  
Minor”  played.  The  image  of  an  unarmed  man  who  willingly  runs  towards  his  own  death  has  remained  
with  me.  It  is  the  madness  and  absurdity  of  this  action  that  I  still  find  so  compelling  today.  The  study  of  
human  conflict  is  in  its  actuality,  the  study  of  human  nature.  Unfortunately,  war  is  every  bit  a  part  of  us,  
as  is  anything  else.  
As  a  young  artist,  after  finishing  my  undergraduate  degree  at  the  School  of  Visual  Arts  in  2009,  I  
began  to  re-read  All  Quiet  on  the  Western  Front  (1929).  I  then  read  Storm  of  Steel  (1920)  by  Ernst  Junger,  
and  Under  Fire  (1916),  by  Henri  Barbusse.  I  bought  original  copies  of  Ernst  Friedrich’s  War  Against  War  
(1924)  and  obtained  a  book  of  First  World  War  German  photography  published  by  the  Weimar  Republic  
in  1926. 18  I  researched  the  post-war  art  of  Neue  Sachlichkeit  and  Dada  and  the  artists  Otto  Dix,  Chrstian   
Schad  and  George  Grosz,  making  numerous  trips  to  New  York  City’s  Neue  Galerie .  The  Glitter  and  
Doom  exhibition  hosted  by  New  York’s  Metropolitan  Museum  of  Art  in  2006,  presented  a  violent  and  
decadent  society  on  the  brink  of  collapse.  Looking  at  the  work  of  these  artists  and  their  lifestyles,  helped  
me  make  the  decision  to  move  to  Berlin  in  2010—a  city  I  still  call  my  home.  I  wanted  to  be  closer  to  the  
light  they  saw,  speak  the  language  they  spoke,  and  walk  the  bullet  riddled  streets  of  their  paintings.  I  
wanted  to  try  to  better  understand  how  a  culture  could  make  such  powerful  art,  and  then  descend  into  
atrocity.  What  I  learned  is  that  atrocity,  trauma,  and  conflict  is  almost  necessary  for  the  creation  of  
powerful  works  of  art.   
17  My  grandfather,  Alan  R.  Vogeler,  Sr.,  worked  as  an  intelligence  officer  in  Operation  Paperclip .   It  was  a  successful  mission  
that  brought  former  Nazi  scientists  to  America  after  the  Second  World  War  to  prevent  them  from  being  taken  by  the  Soviet  
Union.  For  more  information  about  Operation  Paperclip :  https://www.history.com/news/what-was-operation-paperclip    
18  Die  Weltkrieg  in  seiner  rauhen  Wirklichkeit .  Hermann  R.  and  J.Moser,  Munich,  1922.  Photographs  by  Hermann  Rex.   
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Fig.  30.  Dix,  Otto.  Sturmtruppen  geht  unter  Gas  vor.  From  Der  Krieg. 1924.  Etching:  plate:  7  ⅝   x  11  5/16  in.  Sheet:  13  11/16  x  
18  ⅝.”  Publisher  Karl  Nierendorf,  Berlin.  Printer,  Otto  Felsing,  Berlin.  Museum  of  Modern  Art,  New  York.  
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/63260   
  
One  body  of  work  from  this  time  period  that  I  still  return  to  is  Otto  Dix’s  series  of  etchings,  
entitled  Der  Krieg  1924.  Sturmtruppen 19  (Fig.  30)  has  been  on  my  studio  wall  for  many  years  now.  It   
shows  masked  soldiers  attacking  fiercely  with  guns  and  grenades:  the  audience  is  placed  in  the  position  of  
the  defender.  Dix’s  etchings  of  bodies  caught  up  in  barbed  wire,  of  bloated  corpses  and  diseased  animals,  
and  of  shell  shocked  disformed  soldiers  symbolize  not  only  his  personal  experience  but  the  contemporary  
apocalypse  of  perpetual  warfare  we  now  find  ourselves  within  today.  Factual  accounts  or  not,  these  
artworks  show  the  irrationality  and  violent  tendencies  of  man  and  his  condemned  willingness  to  inflict  
pain  on  others  and  hasten  his  own  death  in  the  name  of  “rational”  ideologies—as  Chris  Hedges  says  in  his  
book  of  the  same  title,  “War  is  force  that  gives  us  meaning.”   
19  Sturmtruppen  literally  translates  to  “storm  troopers.”  Begun  by  the  German  Military,  these  were  specialized  assault  units  that  
carried  short-range  weapons  and  grenades  and  attacked  locally  with  aggressive  speed.   This  new  tactic  was  meant  to  break  up  the  
stalemate  of  trench  warfare.   Ralf  Rahts.  “Stormtrooper”  in:  1914-1918-online.  International  Encyclopedia  of  the  First  World  
War,  ed.  by  Ute  Daniel,  Peter  Gatrell,  Oliver  Janz,  Heather  Jones,  Jennifer  Keene,  Alan  Kramer,  and  Bill  Nasson,  issued  by  Freie  
Universität  Berlin,  Berlin  2016-11-03.  DOI:  10.15463/ie1418.10997 .  
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/stormtrooper   
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Fig.  31.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Still  Life  with  Surgical  Mask .  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  12  x  9  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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These  etchings  prove  to  us,  along  with  history,  that  war  and  violence  is  sadly  inevitable.  Thus,  the  symbol  
of  the  First  World  War,  is  a  symbol  of  our  unending  collective  need  to  violate  and  destroy.   
The  soldiers  of  the  First  World  War  (and  all  wars  for  that  matter)  were  forced  to  be  actively  
passive:  to  hold  fast  in  their  mud  soiled  trenches  amidst  a  storm  of  shellfire.  This  is  the  notion  of  enforced  
passivity. 20  A  refusal  of  this  order,  as  in  Hemingway’s  A  Farewell  to  Arms ,  could  mean  death:  retreating   
or  cowardly  soldiers  were  often  shot  by  their  superiors.  This  year’s  Covid-19  has  taught  us  a  little  about  
“hold  in  place.”  However,  while  we  have  a  choice  of  where  to  actively  be  passive,  to  lockdown,  the  
soldiers  of  the  First  World  War  had  no  choice:  they  merely  did  what  was  ordered  awaiting  their  
impending  doom.  Symbolically,  enforced  passivity  is  a  quiet  rage:  it  is  made  up  of  unchanneled  anger,  
inner  demons,  and  the  inability  to  escape  one’s  own  helpless  situation  or  even  oneself.  The  painting  
Still-life  with  Surgical  Mask  2020  (Fig.  31)  symbolizes  this  notion  of  active  passivity  whilst  jointly  
alluding  to  the  masks  of  the  First  World  War,  and  of  BDSM  culture.  Out  of  emergency,  survival  
tendencies  arise.  Similarly  to  war,  we  become  more  like  animals,  hoarding  and  acting  selfishly.  A  simple  
mask,  hung  on  a  nail,  illustrates  that  although  circumstances  change,  we  remain  our  conflicted  human  
selves.  
In  my  artwork,  the  soldiers  are  also  ghosts  and  spirits  that  have  come  back  from  the  dead. 21  They   
are  the  haunting  demons  of  my  subconsciousness  and  my  own  imagination;  they  are  the  figure  that  stands  
at  the  end  of  my  bed,  waking  me  up  in  the  middle  of  the  night  gasping  for  air.  The  soldiers,  dehumanized  
by  their  masks,  are  the  figures  and  faces  of  the  dreams  we  cannot  put  a  face  to,  because  we  cannot  even  
imagine  the  depths  of  the  fiery  void  from  whence  they  came.  If  Hell  is  real,  then  Hell  is  something  that  
we  create  for  ourselves—Hell  is  not  Divine,  Hell  is  human.  Hell  is  the  result  of  our  human  nature  and  our  
failed  human  ideologies.  Hell  is  the  rat  soiled  trenches  of  the  First  World  War,  the  gas  chambers  and  
extermination  camps  of  the  Second,  and  the  blood  soaked  mass  graves  of  unknown  combatants  and  
innocent  civilians  of  almost  every  human  conflict  in  the  entirety  of  inhumanity.  These  barbarities  are  man   
20  Paul  Fussell.  Wartime:  Understanding  and  Behavior  in  the  Second  World  War.  New  York,  Modern  Library  Press,  2005.   
21  Abel  Gance’s  1938  film  J’Accuse ,  a  remake  of  the  1919  original.  Deceased  First  World  War  soldiers  resurrect  at  Douaumont  
Ossuary.   
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Fig.  32.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Wrapped .  2018.  Charcoal  on  paper.  24  x  18  in.  New  York.©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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Fig.  33.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Geist.  2020.  Charcoal  on  paper.  34  x  26.5  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com    
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made,  not  God-made,  and  represent  the  depths  we  have  descended  to  as  a  species—we  have  only  to  
blame  ourselves,  and  although  we  are  made  in  God’s  image,  our  free  will,  a  gift,  is  a  gift  often  leading  us  
towards  self-annihilation.  
What  the  First  World  War  and  the  succeeding  conflicts  of  the  20th  Century  have  taught  us  is  what  
Camus  writes  in  The  Rebel :  murder  is  no  longer  something  of  passionate  lovers;  murder,  either  passive  or  
active,  is  now  state  sanctioned:  murder  is  encouraged. 22  Calculated  murder  and  the  absence  of  God  is    
modernity.  Atrocity  then  replaces  God,  and  a  bellicose  atmosphere  is  profitable.  War  is  our  only  lasting  
faith.  Men  will  die  for  an  idea,  and  their  fellow  man  is  happy  to  abide.  War  is  no  longer  fought  by  
uniformed  heroes;  it  is  fought  by  intoxicated  thugs  who  are  more  violent  than  their  opponent. 23  As  in   
1984,  we  now  find  ourselves  in  a  perpetual  war,  not  just  against  our  “enemies,”  but  against  ourselves,  
unable  to  break  free  because  that  would  mean  a  break  from  the  very  thing  that  makes  us  human.  There  is  
a  part  in  each  and  every  one  of  us,  that  can  pick  up  a  knife  or  a  rifle  to  kill  or  maim.  As  stated  previously,  
that  part  is  not  going  away,  and  no  matter  how  democratic  or  advanced  we  delusionally  convince  
ourselves  we  have  become,  human  nature  remains  unchanging;  the  same  human  nature  capable  of  love  
and  saintliness,  is  the  same  human  nature  bent  on  self-destruction.  Our  history,  as  well  as  this  past  year,  
highlights  intrinsic  selfishness:  when  pushed  to  panic:  many  of  us  care  only  for  ourselves.  The  possibility  
of  evil  is  within  everyone  of  us,  a  simmering  defect,  waiting  for  the  right  fuel  to  explode.  That  fuel  could  
be  mental  instability,  the  pent  up  anger  of  enforced  passivity,  or  the  desire  to  seek  meaning  and  retribution  
through  war.  In  the  end,  my  soldiers  are  symbols,  ghosts  and  echoes  ringing  the  lonely  wind  chimes  at  the  
inward  edge  of  our  fallen  selves.   
  
   
  
  
22  Albert  Camus.  The  Rebel .  Translated  by  Anthony  Bower.   New  York,  Penguin,  2013.  (Original  Work  Published  1951).  
23  Chris  Hedges,  War  is  a  Force  that  Gives  us  Meaning ,  2003.  
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Fig.  34.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  How  We  Breathe  Now.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  12  x  9  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler  
www.paulvogeler.com   
  
V.  Der  Voyeur  -  The  Allure  of  a  Latex  Fueled,  BDSM  Subculture   
For  some  reason  it  is  easier  for  me  to  talk  about  war  and  human  nature  than  it  is  to  discuss  my  
own  sexuality.  In  America,  we  reward  power  and  violence,  but  abscond  from  any  depiction  of  human  
sex—censorship  a  common  tool.  America,  through  all  the  “freedom”  it  propagates,  is  incredibly  Puritan.  
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Nonetheless,  growing  up  Catholic,  I  have  always  had  a  difficult  relationship  balancing  my  sexual  self  
with  the  teachings  of  the  Church.  The  Church  is  not  against  sex.  In  fact,  the  exact  opposite  is  true,  as  
long  as  it  takes  place  within  the  heteronormative  Sacrament  of  Matrimony.  Within  this  contracted 
institution,  sex  is  encouraged,  and  forms  the  basis  of  the  act  of  love.  Anything  that  strengthens  the  love  
between  the  two  individuals,  cannot  be  a  sin. 24  Unfortunately,  individuals  acting  outside  of  this  confine,   
according  to  the  Church,  are  acting  in  accordance  with  sin.  While  people  scoff  at  the  notion  of  sin,  for  a  
young,  devout  Catholic  on  the  cusp  of  manhood,  sexual  acts  of  any  sort,  were  immoral.  Some  sexual  acts  
were  even  taught  as  Mortal  Sins,  thus  terminating  one’s  relationship  with  God,  and  leading  him  on  a  
straight  fire  path  to  Hell.   
I  recall  the  scene  in  James  Joyce’s  Portrait  of  an  Artist  as  a  Young  Man  where  Stephen’s  sexual  
cravings  lead  him  to  intercourse  with  a  sex  worker.  This  is  his  first  sexual  experience  as  an  adolescent,  
and  afterwards  he  feels  incredible  guilt,  that  the  sins  of  the  flesh  have  surely  sentenced  him  to  an  eternity  
in  Hell—a  classic  Irish  Catholic  feeling.  For  many  young  Catholics,  we  are  taught  that  sex,  including  
masturbation,  pre-marital  intercourse,  and  any  form  of  homosexuality,  equates  to  eternal  suffering  and  an  
absence  of  God  in  this  life  and  the  next—terrifying  indeed.  Thus  with  this  Catechistic  foundation,  like  
Stephen  in  Joyce’s  book,  my  early  sexual  experiences  were  laced  with  feelings  of  shame  and  fear.  Not  a  
fear  of  retribution  from  my  family,  as  was  also  often  the  case,  but  of  retribution  from  God  and  an  endless,  
lonely  existence  from  being  plunged  into  an  infinite,  dark  void.  As  I  have  grown  older,  through  much  
struggle  and  pain,  I  have  attempted  to  reconcile  and  make  peace  with  some  of  these  teachings.  Although  
Church  doctrine  changes  at  a  colossally  slow  pace,  in  my  adulthood  I  have  found  myself  in  the  company  
of  priests  who  teach  love  and  forgiveness  over  the  strict  adherence  to  the  more  polemic  parts  of  the  
Catechism.    They  teach  love  over  everything,  and  that  God  is  ultimately  forgiving.   
24  Catechism  of  the  Catholic  Church ,  2nd  ed.  (Washington,  DC:  United  States  Catholic  Conference,  2000),  1643:  “Conjugal  love  
involves  a  totality,  in  which  all  the  elements  of  the  person  enter  -  appeal  of  the  body  and  instinct,  power  of  feeling  and  affectivity,  
aspiration  of  the  spirit  and  of  will.  It  aims  at  a  deeply  personal  unity,  a  unity  that,  beyond  union  in  one  flesh,  leads  to  forming  one  
heart  and  soul;  it  demands  indissolubility  and  faithfulness  in  definitive  mutual  giving;  and  it  is  open  to  fertility.  In  a  word  it  is  a  
question  of  the  normal  characteristics  of  all  natural  conjugal  love,  but  with  a  new  significance  which  not  only  purifies  and  
strengthens  them,  but  raises  them  to  the  extent  of  making  them  the  expression  of  specifically  Christian  values.”  
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p2s2c3a7.htm   
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Contrary  to  the  notion  of  love,  in  Philosophy  in  the  Boudoir  (1795) ,  the  Marquis  de  Sade,  the  
forefather  of  sado-masochism,  describes  true  hedonistic  freedom  through  graphic  descriptions  of  sexual  
acts—a  true  libertine.  He  also  condemns  the  teachings  of  the  Church,  which  then  creates  the  allure  of  
acting  against  sexual  prohibition.  Although  I  do  not  subscribe  to  the  unrestricted  hyperbolic  sexuality  
peddled  by  the  Marquis,  his  writings  do  foreshadow  the  advent  of  a  BDSM  subculture;  this  same  BDSM  
subculture  that  my  fascination  has  gravitated  towards  since  my  youth:  latex,  leather,  domination,  and  
submission.  Not  only  are  the  role  play  and  uniforms  attractive,  but  to  some  deeper  degree,  I  now  realize  it  
allows  me  to  deal  with  the  fear  instilled  upon  me  in  my  early  adulthood.  Now  I  am  able  to  take  back  some  
sort  of  control,  to  admit  and  be  comfortable  with  the  very  human  part  of  me  that  is  sexual,  of  which  I  
pray,  I  should  no  longer  be  ashamed.  Without  sounding  too  New  Age,  sexuality  is  a  gift,  a  very  powerful  
one,  and  like  any  gift  in  our  life,  or  any  person,  can  be  abused.  The  allure  of  the  BDSM  subculture  is  also  
the  idea  of  consensual  play,  and  the  idea  of  a  like  minded  community  of  individuals;  none  of  whom  I  
experienced  with  the  degree  of  openness  as  I  did  during  my  time  in  Berlin.  In  the  clubs  I  patronized,  open  
sex  as  well  as  drug  taking  was  just  par  for  the  course—it  was  even  encouraged.  My  life  in  Berlin  as  well  
my  art  continues  to  allow  me  to  reconcile  the  negative  sexual  experiences  of  my  youth.  Even  today,  this  
reconciliation  is  still  a  very  complicated  one.   
Like  anything,  the  BDSM  subculture  also  has  a  dark  side:  Gas  mask  to  fetish  mask,  militaristic  
voyeur  to  sexual  voyeur,  there  is  little  difference.  In  war  there  is  fire,  gas,  fear  and  dehumanized  soldiers  
attacking  in  the  night.  In  BDSM,  there  is  latex,  leather,  suffocation  and  fear,  and  dehumanized  masked  
and  uniformed  humans  either  dominating  us,  or  letting  us  dominate  them.  In  How  We  Breathe  Now  2020  
(Fig.  34)  I  depict  a  person  gaining  pleasure  from  the  lack  of  breath.  Their  eyes  are  closed,  their  position  
is  stoic  and  controlled.  They  are  an  object  of  desire,  but  also  symbolize  something  we  are  desirous  of:  
human  touch.  Human  touch  is  denied,  the  latex  uniform  a  potential  armor  against  intimacy.  Seeing  only  
the  head,  the  viewer  questions  what  is  happening  beneath.  Is  it  pain  or  pleasure  that  they  derive  this  
meditative  state  from?  Their  elated  arousal  becomes  the  object  of  our  focus,  existing  within  the  dark  arena  
of  unchecked  lust.   
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Fig.  35.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Der  Voyeur.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  84  x  60  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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Both  in  human  conflict  and  BDSM  the  stressors  are  the  same,  but  the  difference  is,  while  soldiers 
are  forced  into  their  active  passivity,  members  of  the  BDSM  subculture  elect  for  these  fears  to  become  a  
source  of  active  arousal  and  pleasure.  Soldiers  hide  behind  masks,  but  latex  is  the  uniform  allowing  us  to  
hide  ourselves  and  engage  in  deviant  sexual  behavior.  It  allows  us  to  transfer  into  a  character,  and  hide  
from  the  divine.  Hiding  ourselves  empowers  our  sexual  impulses,  allowing  us  to  be  closer  to  our  
animalistic  self.  In  Der  Voyeur  2020  (Fig.  35),  I  render  myself  shirtless  and  masked.  I  gaze  lustfully  at  
an  object  or  person  outside  of  the  canvas.  With  the  back  partially  turned,  the  audience  is  invited  to  stand  
proxy,  and  engage  in  the  same  act  as  the  figure.  Voyeurism  and  exhibitionism  is  a  fetish  in  itself,  but  in  a  
sense  we  are  all  voyeurs  to  the  often  absurdness  of  our  human  experience.  Looking  towards  classical  
painting,  the  flesh  is  rendered  softly,  analogous  with  the  background.  The  softness  of  the  skin,  contrasts  
with  the  reflective  plasticity  of  the  latex.  The  light  coming  from  within,  is  negated  by  the  light  source  
causing  the  reflective  highlight  on  the  hood.  His  arms  are  placed  behind,  perhaps  the  hands  are  bound.  
Like  Christian  Schad,  the  figure  is  rendered  with  unforgiving  accuracy.  As  a  voyeur,  this  person  is  
complicit  in  the  act  being  witnessed.   
BDSM  flirts  with  the  threat  of  true  violence:  this  is  its  conundrum  for  some,  and  its  sole  purpose  
for  others.  In  war,  dictatorial  leaders  gain  pleasure  through  conquering  the  defenseless;  in  BDSM,  we  are  
happy  to  objectify  a  person  for  sexual  desire.  In  both  examples,  our  fallen  humanity  allows  us  to  gain  
pleasure  from  the  pain  of  others. 25  True  deviancy  arises  not  from  a  person’s  inability  to  be  aroused   
without  some  sort  of  psychological  or  physical  torment,  but  their  inability  to  be  aroused,  without  the  
psychological  and  physical  torment  directed  towards  another.  With  this  analysis  in  mind,  the  human  part  
of  us  that  seeks  pleasure,  power,  and  excitement  through  warfare  and  human  conflict,  is  the  same  part  of  
us  awakened  by  BDSM  activities.  And  while  BDSM  can  flirt  with  potential  violent  acts,  like  war,  it  
somehow  can  also  serve  to  strengthen  our  relationship  with  others.  This  is  why  both  are  so  attractive  to  
engage  in:  on  one  hand,  a  strengthening  of  intimacy,  and  on  the  other,  pure  libertine  sexual  objectification  
and  gratification.   
25  Susan  Sontag,  Regarding  the  Pain  of  Others.  New  York,  Picador,  2003.  
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Fig.  36.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Double  Penetration  with  Sex  Toy.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  12  x  9  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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In  my  artwork,  I  often  depict  myself  or  others  in  a  latex  or  gas  mask;  the  masks  allow  us  to  
simultaneously  hide  and  embody  a  different  persona,  one  that  might  not  always  be  aligned  with  accepted  
vernacular  doctrine.  In  my  more  erotic  works,  if  I  can  use  such  a  term,  I  want  to  illustrate  the  sexuality  
within  all  of  us  as  humans.  In  Double  Penetration  with  Toy  2020  (Fig.  36),  I  illustrate  pleasure  being  
derived  from  both  a  human  and  non  human  element.  The  sex  toy,  is  a  the  stand  in  for  a  second  person;  
much  like  a  latex  sheathed  body  is  a  proxy  for  real  human  intimacy.  But  like  the  proxy  and  the  sex  toy,  
there  is  arousal  and  pleasure  to  be  had  from  something  so  artificial.  Artificiality  allows  us  to  fantasize,  
and  again  like  being  hidden  by  a  latex  or  gas  mask,  engage  in  our  own  secret  fantasies,  many  of  which,  
because  they  are  laced  with  shame  and  fear,  we  are  afraid  to  share  with  others.  This  painting  does  not  
advocate  for  the  libertinism  of  De  Sade,  but  highlights  the  complexity  of  our  own  personal  sexualities  
often  defined  by  the  trauma  of  our  youth.   
Lastly,  we  must  recognize  that  what  we  see  as  “bad”  sexuality,  is  often  more  “fun”  to  engage  in:  
there  is  fun  to  be  had  in  a  subculture  supposedly  labeled  as  sexually  deviant.  Thus  in  the  end,  it  can  be  
argued  that  BDSM  is  full  of  love,  and  encourages  us  to  be  more  open  and  understanding  towards  one  
another.  I  address  the  BDSM  community  not  as  a  tourist,  as  mainstream  culture  recently  likes  to  
intermingle  with  it,  but  as  a  happy  voyeur  and  participant.  I  address  this  culture  as  a  denizen  from  within,  
looking  towards  BDSM  as  another  true  expression  of  our  very  human  selves.  Not  because  we  always  
engage  in  such  acts,  but  because  what  such  acts  and  the  uniforms  put  on  while  engaging  in  such  acts  
symbolize:  we  are  lonely  irrational  beings  seeking  out  the  love  and  companionship  of  others  at  all  costs.  
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Fig.  37.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Der  Vorfahr.  2019.  Charcoal  on  paper.  53  x  38  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
  
  
VI.  Impossible  Relics:  Bones  and  Memento  Mori   
White  bone  found  /  on  the  grazing:  /  the  rough,  porous  /  language  of  touch  //  and  its  
yellowing,  ribbed/  impression  in  the  grass—  /  a  small  ship-burial.  /  As  dead  as  stone,  //  
flint-find,  nugget  /  of  chalk,  /  I  touch  it  again,  /  I  wind  it  in  //  the  sling  of  mind  /  to  pitch  
it  at  England  /  and  follow  its  drop  /  to  strange  fields.  -  Seamus  Heaney  “Bone  Dreams”  
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There  are  three  degrees  of  saintly  relics  in  the  Catholic  Church.  The  first,  an  object  touched  by  a  
Saint.  The  second,  an  object  used  by  a  Saint.  And  lastly,  part  of  the  actual  Saint  his  or  herself,  usually  a  
fragment  of  bone .  Bones  are  remnants  of  a  physical  finite  existence:  they  are  the  last  things  left  on  this  
Earth.  But  what  is  a  bone  in  actuality?  Bones  are  living  things  made  up  of  four  different  types  of  cells  
that  form  the  architectural  framework  of  our  bodies.  They  contain  bone  marrow,  the  home  of  multipotent  
stem  cells,  from  which  all  other  cell  types  are  derived  from—the  essence  of  life.  When  a  bone  is  
shattered,  and  pins  are  placed  within  it,  the  bone  will  actually  regrow  and  reform  around  these  pins—it  
will  heal  itself.  After  death,  the  bone  cells  calcify  and  the  marrow  hardens,  leaving  the  rest  of  the  body  to  
decompose.  Bone  relics  are  the  earthly  component  of  a  spiritual  world,  instilled  with  ongoing  power  and  
otherworldliness.  It  is  not  unheard  of  for  artists  to  have  bones  or  some  other  relics  in  their  studios.  I  too  
have  a  collection:  I  feel  that  I  am  the  caretaker  of  these  objects.  By  searching  and  analyzing  these  bones  
and  fossils,  I  simultaneously  investigate  the  physical  aspects  of  these  objects,  but  meditate  on  their  
spiritual  possibilities.  Because  these  relics  in  my  studio  never  touch  a  Saint,  they  become  for  me  
impossible  relics,  serving  the  spiritual  purpose  of  inspiring  the  creation  of  art.   
When  I  render  a  skull  or  another  type  of  bone-fossil,  I  am  not  only  trying  to  examine  the  power  
that  this  object  presents,  but  I  am  trying  to  examine  its  history,  its  story.  Like  all  human  beings,  every  
bone  has  a  past.  Thus,  like  an  investigative  anthropologist,  the  study  of  bones  is  also  the  study  of  history  
and  by  default  human  nature.  Der  Vorfahr  (Ancestor)  2019  (Fig.  37)  is  a  meditation  on  our  past  and  from  
whom  we  have  evolved;  apparently  Neanderthal  and  Homo-Sapiens  overlapped  and  intermingled  for  
thousands  of  years.  As  Catholics,  we  believe  in  evolution,  but  the  question  remains:  at  which  point  did  
the  jump  happen  from  animal  to  man?  When  did  God  instill  the  soul?  The  exact  date  is  unimportant,  but  
the  moment  that  the  soul  was  pronounced  is  the  point  we  became  entirely  human,  our  nature  both  divine  
and  fallen.  The  question  remains:  have  we  evolved  since  then,  that  is  to  say,  has  human  nature  at  its  
essence  changed?  Through  my  artwork  and  research  I  argue  no,  we  have  not  changed.  Although  our  
essence  has  not  changed,  Der  Vorfahr  reminds  us  of  the  infinite  physical  occurrences  that  brought  us  to  
become  human.  We  all  share  a  common  collective  biology  linked  to  the  same  ancestors  and  the  same   
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Fig.  38.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Schӓdel.  2019.  Charcoal  on  paper.  74  x  53  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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primordial  soup;  as  in  Genesis  we  are  all  formed  from  the  same  mud  and  dirt.  Der  Vorfahr  is  a  
composition  that  says,  no  matter  how  far  we  think  we  have  evolved,  we  are  only  a  moment's  circumstance  
or  emergency  away  from  a  return  to  our  selfish,  animalistic  impulses.  Afterall,  billions  of  years  of  
evolution  and  survival  instincts  do  not  go  away  even  if  we  consider  ourselves  advanced  pluralistic  and  
democratic  societies.   
Through  self-examination  I  am  reminded  that  life  without  death  is  impossible,  but  death  without  
resurrection  is  meaningless.  The  body  containing  bones  is  fragile,  but  the  mind  and  soul  eternal;  the  body  
decomposes,  leaving  sacred  artifacts  for  churches  and  artists,  but  the  mind  and  soul  move  to  another  
world.  In  Schӓdel  2019  (Fig.  38)  I  present  a  hollowed  out  skull  staring  directly  back  at  the  viewer—a  
classic  memento  mori.  The  skull  contains  the  brain  and  thus  consciousness  and  some  might  even  say  our  
soul.  The  skull  is  weathered  and  fossil-like;  like  Bacon’s  paintings,  charcoal  is  scraped  across  the  paper  
through  a  constant  method  of  addition  and  removal.  The  teeth  are  missing,  showing  the  age  of  this  relic;  
the  scale  is  imposingly  larger  than  life.  The  object  is  brought  forth  from  a  black  void,  from  the  depths  of  
nothingness.  At  the  back  of  my  mind,  I  am  constantly  wary  that  some  day  I  will  die,  and  I  ask  myself  if  I  
have  led  a  meaningful  life?  Will  I  too  be  resurrected?  Although  the  soul  is  no  longer  present,  Schӓdel  is  
somehow  still  conscious:  the  skull  stares  almost  mockingly  at  the  viewer,  forcing  them  to  confront  
themselves  and  their  own  Earthly  actions.  Schӓdel  does  not  care,  for  he  is  already  dead;  he  sits  in  an  
eternal  place  of  judgement,  laughingly  reminding  the  viewer  that  someday  he  too  will  join  him.  
The  Douaumont  Ossuary  located  in  Verdun,  houses  the  remains  of  over  130,000  unidentified  
combatants.  We  fight  each  other  on  this  earth,  finding  new  and  creative  ways  of  self-annihilation,  but  in  
the  end,  our  bones  become  strewn  across  sodden  fields,  ground  back  into  the  mud  and  dust  from  which  
they  came;  the  very  mud  and  dust  that  forms  the  charcoal  necessary  to  resurrect  them  into  works  of  art.  
The  ideologies  fought  for  quickly  fade,  as  do  the  memories  of  those  once  living;  new  elitist  demagogues  
arise  to  replace  the  ones  who  have  passed.  Fossil  2020  (Fig.  39)  is  a  mediation  of  these  lost  bones  found  
in  ossuaries  and  Churches  and  on  the  battlefields  and  anthropological  sites  throughout  the  world;  the   
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Fig.  39.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Fossil .  2020.  Charcoal  on  paper.  34  x  26.5  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler  
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Fig.  40.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Ilium.  What  Should  Not  Be  Broken.  2020.  Charcoal  on  paper.  34  x  26.5  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  
Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com   
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individual  stories  and  experiences  lost  to  all  but  One.  Fossil  shows  a  human  mandible  missing  several  
teeth:  an  unknowingly  discarded  and  forgotten  object  dug  up  and  re-discovered.  The  mandible  is  
connected  to  the  face,  and  is  responsible  for  human  speech  and  thus  communication.  It  is  rendered  loosely  
with  wiping  vertical  motions  and  palm-pushed,  horizontal  charcoal  smears  across  the  composition.  The  
finished  drawing  reminds  the  viewer  of  found  analog  prints  or  even  x-rays:  a  specimen  under  new  
analysis.  This  drawing  allows  a  soul  to  be  remembered  and  resurrected,  not  ethereally,  but  through  
consciousness  and  memory.   With  these  bone  drawings,  I  have  created  a  visual  and  artistic  ossuary.   
When  Christ  was  nailed  to  the  cross,  a  Roman  soldier  pierced  his  side  and  broke  the  legs  of  the 
criminals  crucified  next  to  him.  However,  Christ’s  legs  were  not  broken,  he  would  be  buried  whole:  “Not  
a  bone  of  it  will  be  broken.” 26  Out  of  Christ’s  wound  poured  both  blood  and  water:  a  symbol  of  Baptism   
and  rebirth,  and  that  of  a  newly  forming  Church. 27  The  blood  and  water  poured  onto  the  earth,  creating  the   
same  mud  from  which  we  were  formed. 28  These  materials,  nails,  wood,  blood,  and  broken  bone   
symbolize  resurrection,  a  weapon  against  an  infinite  solitary  blackness.  In  Ilium  2020  (Fig.  40)  like  
Christ,  the  bone  remains  intact.  The  ilium,  or  pelvis,  is  directly  below  the  ribs,  below  where  Christ  was 
pierced,  but  is  supported  by  the  femur,  shown  in  Bone  (Fig.  41).  The  intact  Ilium ,  represents  the  divine  
and  contrasts  against  the  broken  Bone ,  the  femur,  symbolizing  the  criminal  next  to  Christ  and  thus  fallen  
man.  In  a  way,  the  broken  bone  supporting  the  ilium  is  symbolic  of  man  left  in  charge  of  the  Church  on  
earth.  Like  the  shattered  bone,  our  lives  are  also  often  flawed  and  shattered,  before  our  souls  move  on.  
When  our  souls  do  move  on,  perhaps  they  too  reveal  signs  of  imperfection.  Like  the  brittle  porcelain  
often  created  from  bone  dust, 29  a  sudden  event  could  shatter  everything,  our  bodies  and  our  souls.  While   
porcelain  cannot  be  made  whole  again,  the  spiritual  part  of  the  person  connected  to  the  bone  matter  
hopefully  can;  the  spiritual  extension  of  bone  is  a  soul  resurrected.   
26   19  John  33:36  (33)  But  when  they  came  to  Jesus  and  saw  that  he  was  already  dead,  they  did  not  break  his  legs,  (34)  but  one  
soldier  thrust  his  lance  into  his  side,  and  immediately  blood  and  water  flowed  out.  (35)  An  eyewitness  has  testified,  and  his  
testimony  is  true;  he  knows  that  he  is  speaking  the  truth,  so  that  you  also  may  [come  to]  believe  (36)  For  this  happened  so  that  
the  scripture  passage  might  be  fulfilled:  “Not  a  bone  of  it  will  be  broken.”  
27Ibid.  19  John  33:36  (36)  
28  2  Genesis  7   (7)  then  the  LORD  God  formed  the  man  out  of  the  dust  of  the  ground  and  blew  into  his  nostrils  the  breath  of  life,  
and  the  man  became  a  living  being.  
29  Encyclopedia  Britannica,  “Bone  China,”  p.1.  https://www.britannica.com/art/bone-china-pottery  .  
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Fig.  41.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Bone.  2019.  Charcoal  on  paper.  53  x  38  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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My  fascination  with  these  objects  is  not  a  morbid  obsession  with  death  or  a  trending  volition  for  
the  occult,  but,  as  with  my  other  works,  an  ongoing  conversation  with  my  own  mortality.  They  are  also  a  
celebration  of  life:  although  I  am  flawed,  I  am  here,  I  am  now.  Bones  are  symbols.  They  are  the  numerous  
Memento  Mori,  that  remind  me  and  my  audience,  that  although  I  am  present,  someday  too  I  shall  die:  the  
life  led  here  resonates  in  eternity.  This  is  why  many  of  my  charcoal  drawings  depict  a  bone  or  symbol  
upon  a  black  background:  black  represents  eternity.  Black  represents  the  nothingness  from  which  our  
souls  originated.  The  black,  not  only  emphasizes  the  object,  but  alludes  to  the  possibility  of  something  
brought  forth  from  an  infinite  void;  a  visual  allegory  for  the  artistic  spark  sourced  from  the  black  depths  
of  subconsciousness.  Matter  is  neither  created  or  destroyed,  it  just  changes  states.  Carbon,  as  in  my  
charcoal,  is  the  necessary  component  for  all  life.  And  like  the  ancient  bog  wood  and  peat  hauled  from  
Heaney’s  swamps,  I  too  try  to  bring  forth  from  this  darkness  the  physical  symbols  of  eternal  
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Fig.  42.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Ibis.  2020.  Charcoal  on  paper.  53  x  38  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com   
  
VII.  The  Spirit  World:  Landscapes  and  Animals   
Now  that  we  have  admitted  the  possibility  of  an  afterlife,  or  even  that  of  a  Heaven,  what  form  
does  that  take?  In  other  words,  what  does  the  spirit  world  even  look  like?  I  have  read  many  near  death  
experiences,  of  those  who  have  gone  and  come  back,  describing  a  light  filled  space.  That  being  said,  I  
know  of  only  one  man,  one  part  of  the  Holy  Trinity  who  truly  knows  and  was  able  to  traverse  both  worlds  
with  success.  I  like  to  think  of  my  current  body  of  work  as  part  of  Dante’s  Inferno  or  Purgatorio.  I  focus  
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primarily  on  fallen  man,  human  mortality,  and  the  symbols  that  point  to  the  spiritual  world  I  try  to  
imagine.  Someday  in  the  future,  I  might  attempt  to  render  this  spiritual  world,  this  Paradisio  and  the  
eternal  light  described  by  many.  For  the  moment  however,  my  symbols  and  figures  live  within  a  
psychological  space  of  blacks  and  grays,  that  straddles  both  the  corporeal  and  spiritual  worlds.  The  
previous  chapter  discussed  bones  as  the  once  living  symbols  that  point  to  the  spiritual  world,  but  this  
chapter  will  describe  the  living  symbols  in  my  work  that  embody  it:  birds,  animals,  and  landscapes.  
Although  I  do  not  believe  in  reincarnation,  perhaps  some  part  of  our  consciousness,  not  conscious  of  
itself,  remains  here  on  this  earth,  and  does  inhabit  some  animal  as  a  positive,  and  sometimes  negative,  
spirit.  Or  perhaps  spirits  are  sent  from  beyond,  to  help  and  guide  us,  and  often  take  the  form  of  animals.  
This  is  of  course  all  speculation,  but  in  a  universe  of  infinite  possibilities,  why  not?   
Although  there  are  an  infinite  amount  of  birds  to  render  the  Ibis  2019  (Fig.  42)  along  with  the  
Snowy  Egret  2020  (Fig  43)  present  themselves  most  often  in  my  work.  The  Ibis  is  historically  sacred  and  
is  connected  to  Thoth  the  Egyptian  god  of  writing,  magic,  and  the  moon. 30  Thoth  has  the  head  of  an  Ibis,   
and  is  almost  always  depicted  by  the  side  of  Osiris,  the  Egyptian  deity  of  the  underworld.  Next  to  Osiris,  
he  is  shown  as  a  scribe  recounting  the  lives  and  souls  of  the  deceased. 31  In  fact,  millions  of  sacrificed  and   
mummified  Ibises  have  been  excavated  from  the  necropolises  of  Ancient  Egypt. 32  Although  not  a  deity   
like  the  Ibis,  the  Snowy  Egret’s  cousin  the  Great  Blue  Heron  was  Bennu,  the  Egyptian  god  of  the  sun,  
creation,  and  rebirth. 33  Deity  or  not,  the  Egret  is  nonetheless  a  spiritual  waterfowl,  not  only  symbolically,   
but  also  because  it  personally  reminds  me  of  my  now  deceased  father,  and  the  memories  we  had  in  the  
marshy  sand  of  the  Outer  Banks  of  North  Carolina.  He  loved  birds,  as  do  I,  and  in  fact,  our  last  name  
“Vogeler”  comes  from  the  German  word  “Der  Vogel,”  which  means  bird;  thus,  birds  not  only  represent  
the  spirits  in  my  artwork,  but  are  also  a  part  of  my  name  and  heritage.  While  the  Ibis  is  a   
30  Joshua  J.  Mark,  “Thoth,”  Ancient  History  Encyclopedia,  p.1.  https://www.ancient.eu/Thoth   
31  Mark,  Thoth,  p.  1  
32  Antoaneta  Roussi,   “Ancient  Egyptians  mummified  millions  of  birds.  Where  did  they  get  them?”  p.1.  National  Geographic.  
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/2019/11/egyptians-mummified-millions-ibis-birds-how/#close   
33  Jimmy  Dunn,  “The  Benu  (Bennu),”  p.1  www.touregypt.net/featurestories/benu.htm .    
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Fig.  43.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Snowy  Egret.  2020.  Charcoal  on  paper.  34  x  26.5  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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Fig.  44.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Afterlife.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  84  x  60  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com   
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Leftmost.  Fig.  45.  Smith,  Pamela  Colman.   Six  of  Swords .  1909.  Rider  Waite  Tarot  Deck.  4.75  x  2.75  in.  Rider  Company.   
Rightmost.  Fig.  46.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Six  of  Swords.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Linocut  on  Paper.  6  x  4  in.  
Edition  of  300.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.   www.thestarsoverme.com   
  
meditation  on  the  spirit  world,  perhaps  by  rendering  these  Egrets,  I  am  trying  to  resurrect  my  father  
through  a  bird-spirit.  
Speaking  of  death  and  the  afterlife,  the  Six  of  Swords  (Fig.  45)  in  Tarot  shows  a  man  ferrying  a  
mother  and  child  across  a  river.  Six  swords  stand  upright  in  the  boat,  but  do  not  pierce  its  hull;  the  water  
on  the  right  of  the  boat  is  turbulent,  while  the  water  on  the  left  is  calm.  This  card  is  about  leaving  
something,  or  someone,  behind  and  is  about  going  on  a  journey  towards  a  better  land.  For  me,  the  swords  
are  actually  crosses,  and  thus  symbolize  our  spiritual  hope;  they  do  not  spring  a  leak  in  the  boat,  but  
actually  help  guide  it  across.  In  the  Tarot  Deck  I  created,  which  will  be  discussed  in  the  next  chapter,  I  too  
depict  a  boat  with  six  crosses  proceeding  across  the  river  (Fig.  46).  Like  Dante’s  Inferno ,  the  river  being  
crossed  is  most  certainly  the  river  Styx,  the  watery  border  between  this  life  and  the  next.  On  its  banks,  
the  guide  Charon  resides,  ferrying  souls  over  into  eternity  for  only  a  few  coins.  When  thinking  of  this  
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river,  and  reminiscing  about  the  saltwater  marshes  of  North  Carolina,  and  Heaney’s  peat  bogs  of  
Connemara,  I  question:  when  coming  to  this  realm,  what  waterfowl  inhabit  the  banks  of  the  river?   
In  the  painting  Afterlife  2019  (Fig.  44)  as  well  as  Ibis  2020  (Fig  42)  I  imagine  just  that:  are  these  
the  birds  who  inhabit  the  underworld  after  we  die?  In  both  Afterlife  and  Ibis,  the  birds  are  shown  in  
profile  and  are  larger  than  life.  Their  long  bills  tower  over  the  audience,  while  their  eyes  stare  directly  
into  the  viewer.  The  background  of  Afterlife  is  gray  and  non-specific,  while  Ibis  inhabits  a  black  world  
between  consciousness  and  unconsciousness.  Perhaps  on  the  banks  of  the  river,  these  Ibises  are  not  just  
birds,  but  spirits  and  souls  trapped  between  two  worlds,  in  a  sort  of  aqueous  purgatory;  they  stand  there,  
welcoming  new  members  who  now  step  foot  on  an  eternal  shore.  Like  Virgil  in  the  Inferno ,  these  animal  
spirits  then  become  our  guides,  always  by  our  sides  and  always  guarding.  They  teach  us  to  find  
nourishment  for  our  souls  as  we  learn  the  new  laws  of  eternity.  
Next  to  these  Ibises  resides  the  Egret.  In  Snowy  Egret  2020  (Fig  43),  I  depict  a  proud  bird  
standing  on  boggy  soil  amidst  reeds.  The  bird  is  rendered  expressionistically,  parts  of  his  body  and  legs  
are  pushed  behind  black,  while  his  feathers  are  rendered  through  the  abrupt  reduction  of  an  eraser.  Like  
Afterlife  and  Ibis  he  is  shown  in  profile,  but  while  Afterlife  exists  in  a  hazier  realm,  Egret  exists  in  
something  more  recognizable,  a  lens  that  has  come  into  focus.  Both  birds  forge  for  food  in  the  sand  of  
purgatory,  using  their  long  bills  and  the  guiding  moonlight  of  hope.  Their  long  legs  and  necks,  elevate  
their  eyes  and  mind  aiding  them  on  their  mission.  Like  the  humans  they  guide,  they  walk  on  two  legs;  but  
unlike  humans,  they  are  not  restricted  to  merely  walking  the  Earth  or  the  underworld:  they  exist  between  
the  ground  and  the  air.  Traversing  both  worlds,  one  living  and  one  dead,  they  are  messengers  sent  from  
the  spiritual  realm  into  the  physical.   
When  looking  up  past  these  flying  creatures  into  the  nighttime  sky,  we  see  a  vacuum  of  darkness  
and  blackness  punctuated  by  moments  of  light:  a  visual  metaphor  for  our  lives.  In  a  way,  on  earth  we  
inhabit  a  perpetual  nighttime  realm  punctuated  by  the  stars  and  the  moon,  a  symbol  of  hope  and  intuition  
and  often  our  only  guide  during  the  blindness  of  night.  In  Sycamore  2019  (Fig.  47),  I  attempt  to  render  
our  symbolic  perpetual  nighttime  reality;  the  tree  branches  look  like  bones,  reflecting  the  light  from  a  
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Fig.  47.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Sycamore.  2019.  Charcoal  on  paper.   53  x  38  in.  New  York.  ©  Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com    
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moon  outside  of  the  picture  plane.  We  part  these  branches  on  the  way  down  to  the  river  Styx,  hoping  to  
cross  the  river  unto  a  otherworldly  realm.  On  the  banks  of  this  river  Styx  we  meet  our  guides,  the  Ibis  
and  the  Egret.  The  Ibis  is  sent  to  guide  you  through  the  underworld  and  Purgatorio ,  and  the  Egret,  is  sent  
to  take  you  to  Paradisio.  Their  white  feathers,  like  the  reflected  light  of  the  moon  on  the  Sycamore   
branches,  embodies  the  light  of  Paradisio .  And  like  our  bodies,  these  white  birds,  sent  as  guides,  often 
find  themselves  in  dark  night  time  bogs  and  marshes  as  they  aid  their  human  counterparts.  While  we  
crave  spiritual  sustenance,  these  birds  receive  sustenance  by  guiding  us  from  the  earthly  realm  to  our  
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Fig.  48.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck.  2020.  Digitally  printed  with  handmade  box.  78  cards  &  booklet.  6  
x  4  x  2  in.  Edition  of  300.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
  
  
VIII.  Tarot  -  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir   
  
Life  is  beautiful,  but  it  is  also  unforgiving.  We  live  with  the  illusion  of  control,  but  fate  is  
left  out  of  our  hands.  Is  there  some  way  to  predict  the  future?  Is  there  a  way  to  tap  into  
the  Anima  Mundi,  or  soul  of  the  universe,  a  vast  timeless  repository  of  all  human  
knowledge  and  experience?  If  we  know  beforehand  what  will  happen,  could  we  change  
anything?  Culture  continually  asks  these  questions,  but  they  have  yet  to  be  resolved.  We  
are  only  able  to  live,  hope  and  pray,  and  do  our  work  to  the  best  of  our  ability  with  the  




34  Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  Introductory  text  for  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Edition  of  300.  Self-published,  New  York.  October  
2020.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
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Fig.  49.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Still  from  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Film.  2020.  Film  by  Kurt  P.  Vincent.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph 
Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
  
Over  the  past  two  years,  I  drew,  carved,  and  constructed  my  own  Tarot  Deck  entitled  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  
(The  Stars  Over  Me)  that  is  now  available  both  as  a  handmade  edition,  and  a  digitally  printed,  
hand-crafted  edition  of  three-hundred. 35  Upon  writing  this  thesis,  and  considering  my  Catholic  faith,  I  am   
not  sure  that  the  Church  has  always  looked  favorably  on  divination.  But,  having  learned  to  read  Tarot,  
and  the  symbols  within  it,  I  have  found  a  heavy  presence  of  Catholic  symbolism.  I  try  to  incorporate  my  
faith  in  the  reading  and  deciphering  of  these  cards.  Tarot  is  a  tool  that  allows  for  self-reflection,  but  one  
should  also  be  praying  and  asking  God  and  the  Saints  for  help.  Tarot  is  just  another  method  of  trying  to  
make  contact  with  a  spiritual  realm  that  may  or  may  not  be  able  to  offer  some  sort  of  guidance  in  this  
physical  realm.  No  one  really  knows  the  origin  of  Tarot,  but  through  studying  it,  one  can  utilize  this  
language  as  another  tool  to  make  sense  of  a  seemingly  chaotic  world.   
  
35  After  a  successful  Kickstarter,  the  deck  was  printed  and  hand  produced  here  in  New  York  City.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  
Deck .  Edition  of  300.  Self-published,  New  York.  October  2020.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
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Leftmost.  Fig.  50.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Queen  of  Pentacles.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Linocut  on  Paper.  6  x  4  in.  
Edition  of  300.  New  York.   www.thestarsoverme.com  
  
Rightmost.  Fig.  51.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Death.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Linocut  on  Paper.  6  x  4  in.  Edition  of  
300.  New  York.   www.thestarsoverme.com  
  
  
I  believe  wholeheartedly  in  the  power  of  prayer.  Creating  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  became  
both  a  prayer  and  meditation.  I  began  carving  this  deck  as  a  way  to  process  and  channel  
the  uncontrollable  confusion  I  suddenly  faced;  like  the  Tower  Card,  everything  I  had  
worked  hard  to  create  fell  apart.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  expresses  the  pain  of  lost  love,  the  
slow  weakening  of  a  cancer  stricken  parent  and  his  eventual  death,  and  the  ongoing  
self-realization  of  an  artist.  In  order  to  rise  from  the  ashes,  I  needed  to  dig  deep  and  
create.  This  project  allowed  me  to  investigate  the  hidden  and  darker  parts  of  my  
subconscious,  and  gave  me  the  opportunity  to  explore  new  symbols,  iconography,  and  
pictorial  solutions  that  I  could  then  bring  back  into  the  studio  and  express  through  new  
drawings  and  paintings. 36   ( Die  Sterne  Über  Mir )  
  
36  Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  Introductory  text  for  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Edition  of  300.  Self-published,  New  York.  October  
2020.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
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As  the  excerpt  above  alludes  to,  my  Tarot  journey  started  upon  the  realization  that  my  father  was  slowly  
succumbing  to  an  aggressive  form  of  brain  cancer.  I  needed  to  dig  deep  into  my  subconsciousness  and  
channel  my  emotions  into  art.  Tarot,  like  much  of  my  art  from  the  past  two  years,  became  a  way  to  free  
myself,  and  depict  things  that  had  been  stuck  in  my  subconsciousness  for  years.  I  also  relished  in  the  
challenge  of  setting  an  impossible  task  for  myself:  to  make  a  tarot  deck,  but  to  do  it  through  the  ancient  
craft  of  relief  carving.  In  Tarot,  there  are  seventy-eight  cards  in  total:  twenty-two  major  arcana,  and  
fifty-six  minor  arcana,  that  make  up  a  complete  deck.  I  decided  to  create  something  that  was  both  
spiritually  meaningful  and  inline  with  my  artistic  aesthetics.  Each  card  would  be  a  unique  piece  of  art:  
the  act  of  carving  each  one  would  become  both  a  meditation  and  a  prayer.   
  
Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  is  comprised  of  seventy-eight  hand-cut  linoleum  blocks.  Some  cards  
reference  the  widely  recognized  Rider-Waite  deck  and  often  reduce  that  original  card  to  a  
new  symbol.  Many  cards  feature  a  single  figure,  tool  in  hand,  caught  in  a  moment  of  
inward  reflection.  Other  cards  depict  eroticism,  fetish,  and  memento  mori.  Several  are  
based  on  memories,  especially  the  memories  of  my  father’s  decline.  Overall,  the  deck  
expresses  a  feeling  of  loss,  but  not  the  loss  of  hope:  it  is  a  self-portrait. 37     
( Die  Sterne  Über  Mir )  
  
Even  as  a  child  at  St.  Catherine’s  Catholic  School,  we  would  play  games  of  divination  in  our  free  time.  
Usually  it  would  involve  some  bits  of  folded  paper,  or  a  method  of  counting  and  elimination  based  on  the  
length  of  time  one  would  take  to  draw  a  spiral.  We  dreamed  about  the  houses  we  would  own,  our  careers,  
how  much  money  we  would  make,  who  we  would  be  married  too,  and  of  course,  how  many  children  we  
would  have.  Through  repeated  counting  of  the  number  deduced  from  the  spiral  drawing,  examples  from  
each  category  would  be  eliminated  until  one’s  future  was  clearly  presented.  Although  this  game  was  
innocent,  it  reflects  an  innate  desire  in  us,  to  want  to  know  our  future,  to  want  to  know  if  any  of  the  work   
  
37  Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  Introductory  text  for  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Edition  of  300.  Self-published,  New  York.  October  
2020.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
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Fig.  52.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Still  from  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Film.  2020.  Film  by  Kurt  P.  Vincent.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph 
Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
  
we  do  will  lead  successfully  to  the  goals  we  desire.  In  youth,  there  is  still  time,  lots  of  it,  so  there  is  time  
to  hope  and  imagine,  and  dream  and  get  lost  into  fantasy:  this  is  the  beauty  of  youth.  While  we  age,  we  
realize  very  quickly,  we  cannot  check  off  every  box,  and  that  in  this  finite  world,  time  as  we  understand  it  
is  real.  What  really  is  the  meaning  behind  these  youthful  games  and  Tarot,  is  the  question  of  our  Fate:  
how  much  control  do  we  really  have  over  our  destinies,  or  anything  of  this  world?  Without  going  to  deep  
into  a  discussion  of  Free  Will  and  Divine  Providence, 38  I  argue  that  yes,  what  we  do  does  matter,  but  in   
the  end,  God’s  plan  is  certain.  Like  a  character  in  a  novel,  God  knows  what  will  happen,  even  though  it  is  
slowly  revealed  to  the  protagonist. 39  If  this  is  true,  then  perhaps  Tarot  and  divination  games,  along  with   
prayer,  offer  us  a  sneak  peak  into  that  future,  or  maybe  even  just  hint  at  it.  Of  course  the  exact  opposite  
could  also  be  true:  that  Tarot  and  divination  games  lead  to  nothing.  In  my  expression  of  Tarot,  this  is  not  
38  Catholic  Catechism ,  303,  Divine  Providence:  “God  cares  for  all,  from  the  least  things  to  the  great  events  of  the  world  and  its  
history.”  
39  Father  Boniface  Endorf,  Prior  to  St.  Joseph’s  Church,  Greenwich  Village.   
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the  point.  The  point  is,  can  these  cards,  through  their  stories  and  symbols  be  just  another  tool  allowing  us  
to  reflect  on  ourselves  and  the  world,  and  make  better  choices?  Well,  why  not?   
  
Whether  or  not  the  power  of  Tarot  is  real  is  unimportant.  This  deck  should  be  enjoyed  as  
a  piece  of  art,  as  one  artist’s  view,  as  one  artist’s  way  of  expressing  the  constantly  
inexplicable  phenomena  of  the  human  experience.  At  the  very  minimum,  I  hope  these  
physical  cards  can  offer  a  brief  moment  for  inward  reflection.  Shuffle  them.  Carry  them  
in  your  bag.  Share  them  with  your  friends  and  loved  ones.   
  
In  the  book  Things  Fall  Apart,  the  author  Chinua  Achebe  tells  the  story  of  the  slow  
atrophy  of  one  man’s  culture  and  identity.  The  book  is  also  an  allegory  for  life  itself.  Life  
is  uncontrollable.  Things  end.  People  die.  Loved  ones  leave  you.  Life  changes  in  an  
instant,  every  instant.  We  are  powerless  to  know  when,  or  to  control  it,  and  more  often  
than  not,  we  are  never  given  a  reason  as  to  why.  But  that  is  part  of  the  package,  that  is  
part  of  the  deal.  We  must  constantly  strive  to  hold  onto  our  loved  ones  and  to  find  and  
create  those  moments  when  life  makes  the  most  sense,  and  when  our  lives  feel  
meaningful  and  fulfilled.  
  
My  father  taught  me  to  be  an  optimist.  He  would  say:  “God  does  not  close  a  door  without  
opening  a  window.”  In  Tarot,  the  Death  Card  offers  us  a  chance  for  reflection:  old  ways  
and  patterns  must  end,  for  new  ones  to  be  born.  We  must  transform  ourselves  in  order  to  
move  forward.  Death  is  a  chance  for  new  life,  there  can  be  no  resurrection  without  death  
first.  That  being  said,  I  hope  the  meaning  of  this  project  resonates  with  you,  and  that  I  
have  succeeded  in  bringing  just  a  little  bit  more  beauty  and  sense  to  this  world.   
  
Your  faithful  skull,  
  
  
Paul  Joseph  Vogeler 40 (Die  Sterne  Über  Mir)  
  
40  Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  Introductory  text  for  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Edition  of  300.  Self-published,  New  York.  October  
2020.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.thestarsoverme.com   
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Fig.  53.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Breath.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  30  x  24  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com   
  
  
IX.  Photography  and  Painting:  the  Influence  and  Use  of  Photography  in  My  Practice  
  
I  take  photographs  in  a  very  painterly  way.  My  use  of  the  medium  is  very  backward.  
Taken  by  themselves,  the  photographs  are  not  interesting.  They’re  only  interesting  if  they  
get  translated  into  paintings  and  engender  a  certain  type  of  looking. 41    
-Michaël  Borremans  
41  Kevin  Greenberg,  “ Michaël  Borremans:  Lush  Paintings,”p.1.  The  Last  Magazine.  2  July  2015.  
www.thelast-magazine.com/michael-borremans-lush-paintings   
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Fig.  54.  Vintage  Fetish  Photograph .  Atomage  Magazine.  Circa  1970s.  Photographer  unknown.   Courtesy  of  UK  Fetish  Archive,  
Bishopsgate  Institute,   London,  UK.  https://www.bishopsgate.org.uk/collections/uk-leather-and-fetish-archive   
  
As  a  realist  painter,  the  utilization  of  photographic  references  has  always  been  at  the  center  of  my  
practice.  When  a  reference  is  not  available  from  life,  one  can  be  created  in  the  studio  with  the  appropriate  
lens,  lighting,  and  model.  These  photos  become  a  starting  off  point  for  a  painting  or  drawing.  I  have  
accumulated  thousands  of  reference  photos  in  my  practice,  an  endless  bank  of  images  from  which  to  draw  
inspiration  (Fig.  54);  the  ones  I  have  not  sourced,  I  have  created  myself.  Thus,  while  learning  the  craft  of  
painting  and  drawing,  I  have  also  had  to  learn  the  craft  of  photography.  Photography  aides  in  structure,  
content,  and  scale;  it  is  a  means  to  an  end.  Today,  in  a  world  saturated  by  photographs,  I  strive  to  create  
powerful  paintings  and  drawings  that  will  continually  resonate  within  an  individual’s  mind.   
I  am  not  the  only  one  to  use  the  photo  as  a  starting  off  point  for  a  painting.  Many  contemporary  
artists  from  Gerhard  Richter  to  Francis  Bacon,  Marilyn  Minter  to  Jenny  Saville,  and  Mircea  Suciu  to  
Michaël  Borremans  have  used  photography  in  their  painting  practices.  Today,  so  much  of  how  we  
experience  the  world  is  through  a  technological  apparatus:  the  world  is  packaged  into  a  infinite  number  of   
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Fig.  55.  Learoyd,  Richard.  New  Man.  2015.   Silver  dye  bleach  print.  58  x  48  in.  ©Richard  Learoyd.  Courtesy  Fraenkel  Gallery,  
San  Francisco.  http://kcstudio.org/richard-learoyd-studio/  https://fraenkelgallery.com/artists/richard-learoyd   
  
photos  documenting  all  ranges  of  human  experience  that  constantly  bombard  us—even  when  we  do  not  
want  them  to.  This  causes  a  reaction  of  emotions  within  us,  from  joy  to  rage,  from  love  to  jealousy.  The  
photo  becomes  our  new  reality.  And  if  it  is  now  our  new  reality,  why  not  interpret  this  new  reality  into  
more  traditional  mediums  such  as  painting,  drawing,  and  printmaking.  Contrary  to  classic  painterly  
pedagogy,  there  is  no  longer  a  hierarchical  structure  of  references.  Utilize  observation  from  life,  or  from  
the  photo,  but  whatever  is  chosen,  make  something  deliberate  and  impactful.   
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Fig.  56.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Rapture.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  72  x  48  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com   
  
What  really  inspires  me  the  most  about  photography  is  its  immediate  ability  to  portray  a  mood  or  
feeling:  this  is  why  film  is  such  a  powerful  medium.  Photographers  have  this  ability  to  capture  a  moment   
of  humanity,  at  its  highest  or  lowest,  with  tactful  urgency  and  put  it  before  our  eyes.  One  photographer  
whom  I  look  at  that  creates  incredible  scenes  is  Richard  Learoyd,  a  contemporary  British  photographer  
utilizing  a  large  camera  obscura.  His  photographs  use  natural  light  and  fall  somewhere  in  between  
classical  painting  and  contemporary  photographic  composition.  The  line  is  blurred:  painting  influences  
photography  and  vice  versa.  In  New  Man  2015  (Fig.  55),  a  cool  flesh  palette  of  blues,  grays,  and  quiet   
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Fig.  57.  Mapplethorpe,  Robert.  Self-portrait.  1988.  Platinum-palladium  print.  Image:  23  1/8  x  19  1/16  inches;  Sheet:  26  3/4  x  22  
5/8  inches.  Solomon  R.  Guggenheim  Museum,  New  York.  ©  Robert  Mapplethorpe  Foundation.  
https://www.guggenheim.org/artwork/5354   
  
pinks  are  presented  in  a  dramatic  pose.  The  figure,  as  in  classical  portraiture,  is  juxtaposed  against  a  
neutral  and  warmer  background.  Although  the  space  is  an  interior,  it  is  really  a  psychological  space.  In  
this  photograph,  the  figure  shrugs  away,  but  we  are  also  witness  to  his  youth  and  beauty;  we  observe  the  
inevitable  downfall  and  resurrection  of  this  man.  Like  Learoyd’s  New  Man ,  in  Rapture  2020  (Fig.  56),  I  
am  also  looking  at  the  fleetingness  of  youth.  I  have  caught  a  boy  in  a  moment  of  inward  reflection—of  
meditation  and  prayer.  With  his  baldness  and  youthful  skin  he  symbolizes  hope  and  the  development  of  a  
“new”  man.  He  is  Adam  who  left  the  garden,  closing  his  eyes  from  the  very  divinity  that  cast  his  body  
out.   New  Man  and  Rapture  also  subvert  the  stereotype  of  aggressive  masculinity:  there  is  beauty  in  the   
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Fig.  58.  Mapplethorpe,  Robert.   Joe  N.Y.C.  1978.  Selenium  toned  gelatin  silver  print.  7  11/16  x  7  11/16  in.  ©Robert  
Mapplethorpe  Foundation.  Getty  Museum,  Los  Angeles.  
http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/254555/robert-mapplethorpe-joe-nyc-american-1978/  
  
male  form,  just  as  in  the  female.  There  is  beauty  in  the  flaws  and  failure  of  man;  these  figures  are  human  
and  they  are  strong  in  their  frailty.  
As  discussed  in  an  earlier  chapter,  BDSM  for  me  is  a  symbol  of  our  darker  human  impulses,  ones  
that  overlap  sexuality  and  flirtations  with  violence.  One  cannot  discuss  the  influence  of  fetish  in  art 
without  discussing  Robert  Mapplethorpe  (1946-1989)  (Fig.  57,  Fig.  58),  whose  work  has  left  a  lasting  
impression  on  our  collective  sexual  and  visual  culture.  I  have  had  the  above  Self-portrait  1988  (Fig.  57)  
of  Robert  Mapplethrope  on  my  studio  wall  for  many  years  now;  he  was  also  raised  in  a  Catholic  family,  
in  Queens,  NY,  and  as  a  Catholic  myself,  I  often  see  this  sense  of  questioning  morality  (if  not  Catholic  
guilt)  within  his  own  work.  In  Self-portrait  his  expression  is  haunting,  a  triumphant  but  sorrowful  
conscientiousness  of  his  own  impending  death,  symbolised  by  the  cane  cradled  in  his  hand—a  death  he  
could  not  control  precipitated  by  actions  that  he  possibly  could  have.  In  this  photograph,  the  notion  of  
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Fig.  59.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Der  Gefangene .  2019.  Oil  on  canvas  20  x  16  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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enforced  passivity  is  ever  present.  There  is  a  feeling  of  awaiting  one's  own  assured  demise,  and  not  being  
able  to  control  it.  Another  layer  of  this  photograph  is  acceptance;  one  side  of  his  face  is  more  distorted,  
the  two  personalities  of  himself,  divine  and  fallen  man.  Like  a  painting,  his  flesh  emerges  from  the  
depths  of  a  black  void.  As  a  Catholic  engaging  in  activities  outside  the  teachings  of  the  Church,  namely  
homosexuality, 42  perhaps  Mapplethorpe  is  fearful  about  his  fate  after  death.  This  image  teaches  us  about   
our  collective  mortality  and  our  collective  fear  of  an  afterlife;  it  continually  resonates.  In  Joe  1978  (Fig.  
58)  Mapplethorpe  literally  puts  his  muse  upon  an  altar;  he  is  blind  and  suffocated,  caught  within  an  
unknown  interior.  Desensitized  from  the  human  experience,  Joe  asks  us  how  much  do  we  really  know  
about  the  nature  of  ourselves  and  of  reality?  If  we  cannot  see  and  we  cannot  touch,  then  perhaps  we  
cannot  feel:  this  deprivation  of  feeling  and  sensation  is  eroticized  and  placed  upon  high.  Joe  is  a  mirror  
of  our  inner  core:  we  are  observed  as  we  reach  freely  and  blindly  towards  something  outside  ourselves.  
As  a  painter  looking  at  both  Self-portrait  and  Joe ,  the  goal  is  not  to  copy  these  photos  into  paint,  but  to  
surmise  the  feelings  and  content  of  these  photos  and  manifest  them  within  new  work.  The  power  of  
photography  as  well  as  painting  is  the  power  to  inspire.   
What  I  have  learned  in  my  practice  as  a  painter  who  uses  photographs  is  that  more  information  is  
better  than  less:  clearer  and  more  accurate  reference  photos  are  better  than  blurry  and  inaccurate.  In  
painting,  I  can  choose  what  information  from  the  photographic  reference  I  want  to  include:  I  can  choose  
to  interpret  the  photo.  Contrarily,  photorealism  is  not  the  interpretation  of  a  photo  into  painting;  
photorealism  is  about  copying  the  photo  with  acute  technical  mastery.  This  is  easier  said  than  done,  as  
every  color  in  the  photo,  must  be  premixed  on  the  painter’s  palette.  Although  I  am  impressed  by  the  
technique  of  the  photorealists,  I  tend  to  shy  away  from  the  exact  rendering  of  the  photo.  This  technicality  
is  seductive,  but  the  question  lies  herein:  what  can  the  painting  do  that  the  photo  cannot?  Painting  allows  
for  expression  to  come  in  where  often  the  photo  falls  short  of:  movement  of  the  hand,  gesture  of  the   
  
42  The  Church  is  not  against  homosexuality.   The  Catechism  states  the  opposite.   The  Church  is  against  sexual  relations  between  
all  non-married  persons.  Homosexuals  are  encouraged  to  remain  “Chaste”.  For  more  read:  Catechism  2357-2360.  
https://www.mncatholic.org/catechism-of-the-catholic-church-on-marriage-sexuality-and-same-sex-attraction/   
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Fig.  60.  Richter,  Gerhard.  Schädel.  1983.  Oil  on  canvas.  21.6  x  19.6  in.  Gerhard  Richter  Archive.  Staatliche  Kunstsammlungen  
Dresden  (loan  from  a  private  collection).  ©  Gerhard  Richter. 
https://www.gerhard-richter.com/en/art/paintings/photo-paintings/skulls-55/skull-6537  https://www.skd.museum/en/  
  
brush,  of  wiping  away  and  adding.  I  am  also  inspired  by  the  still-lifes  of  Gerhard  Richter,  a  painter  who  a  
substantial  part  of  his  practice  is  connected  to  photorealism.   
In  Schädel  1983  (Fig.  60),  Richter  presents  with  us  with  a  classic  memento  mori.  The  skull  looks  
like  a  blurry  analog  photograph  shot  with  Fuji  film.  In  reality,  there  is  the  delicate  touch  of  the  brush  
which  softens  the  hard  edges  of  the  object  and  background:  Richter  is  replicating  the  feeling  of  a  found  
photograph,  of  a  not  so  distant  memory.  Richter,  like  Mapplethorpe,  confronts  his  own  mortality  in  the  
timeless  object  of  a  human  skull.  The  colors  are  cool  and  analogous;  light  seems  to  resound  throughout  
the  space.  The  black  downward  motion  delineates  a  third  of  the  surface,  while  a  subtle  reflection  is   
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Fig.  61.  Modica,  Andrea.  C18:  Male,  36  Years  Old.  2001.  Photograph.  From  Human  Being .  ©Andrea  Modica.  Nazraeli  Press.  
www.andreamodica.com/human-being   
  
noticeable  below.  The  composition  is  quiet  and  meditative;  he  has  captured  a  moment  of  human  thought  
while  quoting  classical  antiquity.   Richter  and  Mapplethorpe  remind  us  that  someday  too  we  shall  die.   
Speaking  of  memento  mori,  Andrea  Modica’s  book  Human  Being , 43  is  an  incredible  photographic   
collection  of  skulls  from  a  Colorado  asylum.  Each  skull  is  unique,  and  often  Modica  shows  us  the  signs  of  
cranial  trauma;  this  trauma  documents  the  mental  illness  that  caused  the  patient  to  be  interred  in  the  first  
place.  These  photographs  are  incredible  works  of  art  in  themselves:  they  blur  the  line  between  
anthropological  scientific  analysis  and  fine  art  photography.  Looking  at  the  example  C18:  Male  36  Years  
Old  2001  (Fig.  61)  we  see  a  memento  mori  in  profile.  The  skull  is  a  specimen,  and  like  Mapplethorpe  
there  is  an  impending  feeling  of  mortality  and  death.  The  entirety  of  the  skull,  unlike  Richter’s  Schädel,  is  
fractured,  most  likely  from  an  autopsy.  We  see  that  the  brain  has  been  removed  and  a  soul  evaporated.  
The  skull  is  placed  upon  an  altar  of  unassuming  cardboard.   While  Richter  attempts  to  elevate  Schädel  to   
43Andrea  Modica,  Human  Being,  Platinum  Prints,  New  York,  2001.   
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Fig.  62.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Pferd.  2020.  Charcoal  on  paper.   34  x  26.5  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  
www.paulvogeler.com   
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Fig.  63.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Schädel .  2019.  Charcoal  on  paper.  24  x  18  in.   ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com   
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Fig.  64.  D’Agata,  Antoine.  Self  Portrait.  2017.  Photograph.  From  Self-Portraits  1987-2017.  Super  Labo,  Tokyo.  
https://www.janus-books.com/products/antoine-dagata-self-portraits   
  
a  painterly  symbol,  Modica’s  power  comes  from  the  dramatic  and  accurate  depiction  of  a  once  living  
bone:  reality  is  harsh.  She  asks  us,  what  was  the  reality  of  this  human  being  that  society  dubbed  unfit  for  
public  interaction?   
The  drawings  Pferd  2020  (Fig.  62)  and  Schädel  2018  (Fig.  63)  not  only  pay  homage  to  Andrea  
Modica  and  Gerhard  Richter,  but  to  a  long  tradition  of  memento  mori  in  visual  culture—just  like  a  
portrait.  Using  gestural  movements  of  charcoal  and  eraser,  I  attempt  to  move  beyond  the  visual  accuracy  
of  the  photograph;  human  expression  in  rendering  communicates  both  the  symbol  of  the  object  but  also  
the  feeling  and  emotion  of  the  artist.   While  making  drawings  like  these,  I  keep  thinking  of   the  old  analog   
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Fig.  65.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Trapped.  2020.  Oil  on  canvas.  20  x  16  in.  New  York.  ©Paul  Joseph  Vogeler.  www.paulvogeler.com  
  
copiers  that  print  very  poorly  and  leave  ink  streaks  smeared  through  the  photos.  Like  in  oil  paint,  these  
streaks  are  wipes,  symbolizing  the  possibility  of  our  bodies  being  immediately  wiped  away.  The  space  is  
dark  and  empty,  a  psychological  nothingness  from  whence  a  lighted  object  is  brought  forth.  
While  learning  the  craft  of  painting  and  photography,  one  must  remember  the  power  of  portraying  
and  evoking  an  emotional  experience.  The  work  of  Antoine  D’Agata  is  a  cathartic  experience.  Woven  
into  his  photos  are  lust,  angst,  and  a  touch  a  violence:  very  human  emotions.   His  photos  remind  us  of  our   
animalistic  impulses,  of  our  constant  walk  with  insanity;  they  are  raw  and  indifferent  to  showing  pain  and  
isolation.  In  Self-portrait  1987-2017  (Fig.  64),  a  nude  male  has  turned  himself  away  from  us.  He  hides  
from  the  world,  like  a  masked  soldier  or  BDSM  enthusiast.  We  see  the  beauty  of  the  male  form,  but  the  
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head  and  thus  soul  has  been  decapitated.  He  is  trapped  in  a  world  of  his  own  making;  but  also  trapped  in  
a  world  he  never  asked  to  be  in.  A  common  recurring  theme  amidst  all  the  works  examined  in  this  thesis:  
man’s  inability  to  escape  being  man.  Man’s  inability  to  escape  the  addictive  impulses  that  often  drive  him  
to  this  very  isolation  and  destruction.  We  often  choose  to  descend  into  carnal  excess  then  to  elevate  
ourselves  to  saintliness.  
With  D’Agata’s  Self-portrait  I  have  paired  my  painting  Trapped  2020  (Fig.  65)  created  earlier  in  
2020  as  Covid  lockdowns  began:  the  world  became  very  quiet.  We  were  suddenly  cut  off  from  the  
communities  and  human  interactions  that  we  rely  upon  so  much  for  our  sanity;  unless  these  interactions  
were  able  to  take  place  via  a  technological  apparatus.  In  Trapped ,  like  D’Agata’s  work,  an  overwhelming  
feeling  of  not  having  control  and  of  suffocation  is  depicted;  the  feeling  of  being  restrained  and  of  
succumbing  to  active  passivity.  And  unlike  Mapplethorpe’s  acceptance  of  his  own  death  in  his  
Self-portrait ,  in  D’Agata’s  Self  Portrait  and  Trapped  there  is  no  acceptance  of  anything:  just  a  quiet  rage  
snuffed  out  by  the  sheer  numbers  of  competing  voices.  As  in  the  Commendatore  Scene  in  Mozart’s  Don  
Giovanni,  no  forgiveness  is  asked  for,  and  none  shall  be  given.  Life  gives  no  quarter  and  the  job  of  
photographers  and  painters,  and  all  artists  for  that  matter,  is  to  capture  these  human  moments  and  to  
visually  express  them  to  the  rest  of  the  world.   
Sometimes  these  harrowing  moments  found  in  photography  continually  haunts  us.  These  
photographs  really  get  to  the  core  of  our  fallen  selves,  and  the  insanity  of  this  world  into  which  we  have  
molded.  During  my  research  into  the  First  World  War,  I  came  across  an  opportunity  to  purchase  a  Weimar  
Era  original,  a  book  of  First  World  War  photography  as  captured  by  the  photographer  Hermann  Rex  of  the  
Imperial  German  Army.  I  am  hesitant  to  reveal  too  many  of  my  sources,  but  I  will  share  this  photo,  
because  like  Mapplethorpe’s  Self-portrait ,  it  has  etched  itself  into  my  memory.  The  photo  (Fig.  66)  is  of  a  
group  of  masked  German  artillery  soldiers,  who  as  the  caption  describes,  are  under  attack  from  enemy  
gas:  a  gas  that  their  country  had  originally  introduced  into  the  field  of  battle.  These  men  await  their  fate,  
again  ordered  to  be  actively  passive:  ordered  to  hold.  The  masks  dehumanize  them.  Are  they  figures  or  
spirits,  and  what  of  the  landscape  they  protect?  What  of  its  impending  destruction  brought  about  by  fiery   
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Fig.  66.  Rex,  Hermann.  Enemy  Gas.  1926.   Photograph  from  Die  Weltkrieg  in  Seiner  Rauhen  Wirklichkeit .  Hermann  R.  and  
J.Moser,  Munich,  1922.  
  
shells  and  the  screams  of  many?  They  crouch  close  to  their  cannon,  but  one  stands  defiantly,  an  act  of  
solitary  resistance:  a  man  accepting  of  his  fate.  These  men  guard  the  underworld,  they  await  to  welcome  
more  souls,  souls  which  will  never  see  the  light  of  day  again.  Hades  now  exists  on  the  surface,  and  bones  
will  rise  and  walk  again.   
Like  the  above  example,  photography  as  well  as  film,  provides  immediate  visual  metaphors  often  
much  more  consumable  than  painting.  However,  painting  can  offer  a  more  human  element,  the  element  
of  touch  manifested  through  brushstroke  that  reflects  the  emotion  of  the  artist.  Photography  inspires  
painting  and  vice  versa.  The  photos  I  chose  for  this  chapter,  continually  speak  to  me,  because  they  express  
something  about  the  human  condition.  They  hint  at  our  shared  irrationality  and  the  impending  death  that  
we  will  one  day  endure.  Albeit  often  harrowing  and  dark,  the  work  is  real  and  confrontational,  often  with  
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ourselves.  Although  we  must  often  confront  ourselves  and  the  ugliness  of  the  world  as  painters  and  
photographers,  it  is  nonetheless  a  privilege  to  work  in  a  field  of  visual  culture  that  analyzes  and  expresses  
our  experiences  and  purpose.  As  artists  it  is  helpful  to  be  thankful  for  both  the  good  and  bad  experiences,  
the  heroes  and  the  villains,  and  the  divine  and  fallen  part  of  our  own  beings,  as  this  is  the  fodder  for  the  
timeless  act  of  creation.  And  like  painting,  photography  takes  time.  Not  so  much  the  immediate  press  of  
the  shutter,  but  the  time  developing  one’s  eye  to  sense  and  capture  a  compelling  composition.  The  
audience  seldom  really  knows  the  work  that  goes  into  both  photography  and  painting,  and  perhaps  the  end  
result  does  not  need  to  reflect  this.  What  is  reflected  through,  is  the  artist  himself,  and  his  vision  of  the  
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Fig.  67.  Vogeler,  Paul  Joseph.  Lovers.  2020.  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir  Tarot  Deck .  Linocut  on  Paper.  6  x  4  in.  Edition  of  300.  New  
York.   www.thestarsoverme.com  
  
X.  Confessio  
Death  surrounds  us,  but  so  too  does  life.  We  create  life,  and  simultaneously  condemn  it.  All  life  is  
traumatic;  existence  by  its  very  nature  is  traumatic.  Life  is  traumatic,  but  it  is  not  absurd.  The  
condemnation  of  life  as  absurd,  defies  a  greater  Logic—even  though  moments  of  complete  and  utter  
insanity  are  frequent  and  commonplace.  However  difficult  it  may  be,  I  try  to  be  thankful  not  just  for  the  
positive  experiences  but  also  for  the  sudden,  devastatingly  tragic  ones  as  well.  The  experiences  in  life  
highlight  the  strength  in  our  souls  that  pre-exists  our  bodily  form.  These  experiences  form  the  foundation  
of  our  beings,  our  philosophies,  and  hence,  our  art.  The  last  years  before  writing  this  thesis  were  trying  at  
best.  But  facing  the  pain,  feeling  the  depths  of  loss,  confusion,  and  shame  awakened  my  senses,  and  
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forced  me  to  confront  what  I  truly  value  and  what  I  truly  believe:  not  only  in  life,  but  in  my  creative  
practice  as  well.  Material  distractions  are  no  longer  enough:  they  serve  only  to  briefly  numb  our  
sensibilities.  Upon  awakening,  the  black  void  intrinsic  to  our  being  is  still  there.  Pain  awakens  us;  it  
alerts  us  that  we  are  still  alive.  An  incessant  noise  ceases  and  there  is  no  more  time  to  wait.  Action  must  
be  taken.   Everything  becomes  obfuscated,  but  also  clearer .  
Among  this  pain  and  obfuscation,  we  search  for  poetry.  We  need  theory  as  well,  but  too  often  
theory  takes  the  place  of  poetry.  Theory  is  effect  looking  at  the  cause:  while  poetry  is  the  cause  creating  
the  effect.  Theory  is  the  mind  trying  to  rationalize  this  world:  poetry  is  the  heart’s  expression  of  it.  If  the  
heart  is  love,  and  God  is  love,  then  God  must  be  the  poet,  not  the  theorist,  and  we  must  aspire  to  be  more  
like  Him.  Poetry  is  the  true  mirrored  image  of  art,  of  laying  multiple  layers,  perspectives,  textures  and  
times  into  a  minimal  but  powerful  amount  of  words,  like  the  efficient  brushstrokes  of  a  well  tested  
portraitist.  Poetry  expresses  life,  and  death  is  part  of  life.  Life  is  around  us,  so  as  an  artist,  let  me  be  the  
poet,  not  the  theorist.   
My  examination  of  the  poetry  in  life  through  art  begins  with  the  body.  Man  is  so  complicated,  
yet  also  so  intentionally  formed.  Flesh  covers  the  muscle  and  the  bone;  the  ribs  protect  the  heart,  and  the  
skull  the  conscious  soul.  Flesh  is  often  like  porcelain:  man-made,  fragile,  finite.  A  turpentine  soaked  
brush  swiped  across  the  canvas  can  express  the  ability  of  life  to  be  curtly  washed  away.  The  brevity  of  
leaving  existence  is  disproportionate  to  the  energy  that  created  it.  The  immediacy  of  viewing  a  painting  
or  drawing,  often  disregards  the  depth  of  experiences  and  the  layers  of  oil  glazing  or  charcoal  smudging  
that  went  into  making  it.  My  figures  are  personal  narratives;  they  ask  the  lone  viewer  to  emotionally  
engage  with  them  in  a  quiet  intimate  space  between  consciousness  and  unconsciousness.  Often  they  are  
seen  only  in  profile,  like  a  specimen  examined;  or  the  figures  stare  directly  back  at  the  viewer  
questioningly.  The  figures  are  alone,  because  in  the  end  we  are  often  alone;  the  viewer  consummates  a  
brief  dialogue,  of  one  person  connecting  to  another—matter  and  antimatter;  independent  but  dependent.  
The  figures  are  exhibitionist  symbols  for  the  audience  voyeur,  a  testament  to  the  here  and  now,  a  reminder  
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of  physical  finiteness.  They  live  in  my  mind  as  well  as  the  painterly  environment  constructed  for  them;  
they  are  brought  forth  from  the  ether  of  subconsciousness.   
Leaving  the  body,  I  look  outwards  towards  the  world.  What  does  the  body  experience,  and  what  
are  the  objects,  animals,  and  environments  within  which  this  body  will  reside  or  interact.  As  stated  
throughout  this  thesis,  we  have  long  been  cast  out  of  the  Garden  of  Eden.  We  are  fallen  creatures,  left  in  a  
temporal  world  full  of  sin  and  suffering  punctuated  by  incredible  moments  of  joy,  love,  and  passion;  
somehow  through  all  of  this,  the  human  spirit  endures.  This  is  the  love  for  existence ,  the  lust  for  life,  the  
fetish  addiction  of  continuation  in  a  world  marked  by  seeming  absurd  insanity—this  is  how  we  were  
designed.  Through  a  brief  pause,  which  I  try  to  construct  within  my  work,  our  consciousness  can  
reawaken:  we  begin  to  see  a  beauty  and  a  greater  logic,  and  begin  to  hope  for  a  life  after  this,  not  
restricted  by  time,  not  full  of  pain,  and  where  we  can  meet  all  our  ancestors  and  family  members  again.  
The  impossible  relics,  the  voyeuristic  eroticisms,  the  solitary  figures,  and  the  Tarot  are  all  symbolic  
testaments  of  a  humanness  conscious  of  its  own  mortality.  While  our  souls  move  on,  the  objects  we  
create,  the  very  bones  of  our  bodies,  become  the  symbols  left  on  this  world—acute  earthly  evidence  of  a  
shared  corporeal  legacy.   This  feeling,  these  symbols,  are  what  I  want  to  depict  in  my  art.   
In  the  end,  all  art  is  appropriated.  All  art  is  self-portraiture.  And  all  art  is  made  up  of  the  artist’s  
chosen  symbols.  In  my  practice,  the  work  of  art  begins  first  as  an  image  in  my  mind.  I  utilize  
photography  or  observation  from  life,  to  manifest  this  initial  image  into  a  concrete  work  of  art.  Currently,  
I  choose  to  work  with  traditional  materials:  charcoal,  oil,  and  the  printmaking  techniques  of  relief,  
lithography,  and  etching.  As  my  philosophy  and  work  develops,  other  materials  and  methods  will  surely  
present  themselves.  With  charcoal,  the  process  of  addition  and  reduction  is  faster,  my  hands  move  swiftly  
across  the  paper.  In  my  printmaking  practice,  I  have  spent  the  past  two  years  carving  and  constructing  an  
original  Tarot  Deck  titled,  Die  Sterne  Über  Mir.  With  oil  paint,  the  more  I  learn  about  the  material,  the  
paint  itself,  the  more  I  realize  how  little  I  actually  know.  From  the  rendering  of  flesh,  to  the  correct  
amalgamation  of  paint  mixed  well  onto  the  palette  before  application,  to  variations  of  light  and  shadow.  
But  art  is  both  a  craft  and  a  process  of  self-discovery,  and  like  a  lust  and  addiction  for  life,  one  must  also  
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have  a  lust  and  addiction  for  the  creation  of  art.  I  use  this  craft  to  express  the  world  around  me:  the  
people,  objects,  landscapes  and  experiences  in  life  that  connect  me  to  a  greater  spiritual  purpose.  I  am  not  
sure  if  I  will  ever  master  anything,  but  each  work  of  art  hopefully  gets  me  one  step  closer  to  a  unique  
artistic  vision.  Like  in  life,  often  our  mistakes  teach  us  more  than  our  successes.  
I  began  this  thesis  with  a  discussion  of  trauma,  a  very  personal  experience,  and  I  would  like  to  
close  it  with  a  discussion  of  trauma  as  well.  It  is  a  word  that  is  so  intrinsic  to  our  experiences  in  our  own  
life,  as  well  as  the  lives  of  others:  it  is  also  often  a  currency  where  one  people’s  alleged  suffering  justifies  
their  indignant  actions  towards  others.  Trauma  is  inherited,  where  future  generations  pay  the  cost  of  their  
ancestor’s  inhumanity,  and  where  current  ones  incur  the  debt  that  will  eventually  need  to  be  paid.  But  
trauma  is  also  a  source  of  strength,  and  for  many,  a  source  of  meaning:  it  sparks  the  fire  of  rebellion  
within  those  who  refuse  to  submit.  While  trauma  might  be  the  tinder  for  the  spark,  for  artists,  the  
consuming  fire  is  an  ongoing  search  for  meaning,  complemented  by  an  incessant  drive  for  needing  to  
create.  We  channel  all  our  experiences  in  life,  consciously  or  not,  formatting  a  creative  and  philosophical  
interpretation  of  our  world.  Through  outward  observation  and  inward  reflection,  individual  perception  is  
manifest.  It  is  that  individuality  and  free  will  along  with  our  fallen  nature  that  produces  exponentially  
infinite  tragic  and  fortunate  experiences  that  give  us  reason  to  create:  everyone’s  story  is  unique  and  
wonderful.  This  is  why  the  pursuit  and  execution  of  art  is  so  human:  although  we  often  descend  into  
animalistic  inferiorities,  art  is  the  very  thing  that  elevates  us  from  them.  This  is  why  art  is  essential :  like  
poetry  and  dancing,  the  act  of  creation  is  so  human  because  art  by  its  very  nature  continually  connects  our  
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